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This song is an ecstatic word, and I am its singer; 
and this word is true, for You are its proof. 
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significance in the history of religion, such as the nature of extra- 
scriptural revelation, the problem of understanding mystical experience 
from verbal descriptions, and the relationship between mysticism and the 
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amount of knowledge about Islam is presupposed here, I trust that the 
general reader with an interest in mysticism will find the subject suffi- 
ciently congenial, despite its exotic dress. The tradition of ecstatic expres- 
sions in Sufism, which is the main subject of this book, has fascinated 
religious thinkers in the Islamic world for centuries. It is to be hoped 
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mystical expression, the ecstatic sayings of the Sufis. I am grateful to 
Professor S. H. Nasr for including this study in the series. 

Writing this book would have been impossible without the help of 
many people, who assisted me in a variety of ways. In particular, I want 
to thank Professor Annemarie Schimmel of Harvard, who advised me 
closely throughout my thesis work, and who provided an outstanding ex- 
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Introduction 


Sufism is a mystical tradition that is Qur’anic and Muhammadan. 
Historically, the term denotes a vast spiritual enterprise, carried out in 
many lands that differ widely in culture and language, but are unified by 
the spiritual authority of the Qur’anic revelation and the example of the 
Prophet Muhammad. Essentially, however, Sufism is a path of mystical 
life, which begins with the soul’s conversion, or turning, towards God. 
The end of this path is human perfection in union with God. The forego- 
ing is a brief description of a process that cannot be encompassed by any 
theoretical account, no matter how long. Yet it has been with 
words — both brief phrases and lengthy treatises —that the Sufis have at- 
tempted to evoke this mysterious transformation of human qualities into 
divine ones. 

“Sufism” is the modern English word used to translate the Arabic 
tasawwuf, which is a verbal noun meaning the act or process of becom- 
ing a Sufi. Thus it is not, as the English word implies, an “ism” or theory, 
but rather a living experience and a quest for perfection. This path has 
been followed by individuals of widely different temperaments and 
characters, and consequently exhibits a wide variety of approaches. Stern 
asceticism, loving surrender to God, rigorous self-scrutiny, vast cosmic 
speculations, poetic outpourings, political activism, even deliberate un- 
conventionality — these are some of the forms that Sufism has taken and 
articulated in ways appropriate to particular historical situations. It is 
important to remember, however, that Sufism as an internal process is 
only partly revealed by the doctrinal, literary, and institutional deposits 
it has left in history. Over eight centuries ago, one Sufi observed that 
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“Today Sufism is a name without a reality, though it used to be a reality 
without a name.”! We will do well to take seriously this warning of the 
elusiveness of Sufism. 

It is sometimes suggested that Sufism has always existed. This is, in 
a sense, true, insofar as in every community there have always been those 
who seek the inner dimension of existence, and who strive for some 
glimpse of the eternal, however it be conceived. Thus it is not accidental 
that there are remarkable similarities between Sufis and Christian 
mystics, Taoists, Buddhist monks, and yogis. Yet to lump all these 
“mystics” together on the basis of an abstract theory is to overlook the 
spiritual orientation peculiar to each, which opens up a distinctive 
(though comparable) range of potentialities that are only fully intelligible 
in terms of a given historical tradition. A simplistic view of mysticism 
also fails to deal with the remarkable variety of types and levels of 
spirituality within any tradition. Nineteenth-century European scholars, 
in a mistaken search for doctrinal “influences,” sought to find the 
“sources” of Sufism in Neoplatonism, eastern Christianity, or Buddhism. 
This approach, which consistently misinterpreted the lasting power of 
the spiritual irruption that took place through Muhammad, saw Sufism 
as an exotic foreign growth incompletely grafted onto the stock of in- 
tolerant and rigid Semitic monotheism. This is far from the case, and in- 
deed reflects mostly the persistence in Europe of medieval anti-Islamic 
biases, racial prejudices, and the positivistic ideologies of the day. 
Though Sufism is comparable to the mystical aspects of other religous 
traditions, its practical basis and distinctive characteristic is the repeti- 
tion, contemplation, and internalization of the divine word of the 
Qur’an, and the imitation of Muhammad as exemplar and Perfect Man. 

How, then, is this inner process related to the external data of 
revelation? This problem has been perennial in Islamic civilization, and it 
can be formulated, for our purposes, as the problem of the tension bet- 
ween the spirit and the letter (cf. 2 Cor. 3:6 ff.). This tension produced, 
on the one hand, a Sufi exegesis of the Qur’anic text, in which they 
sought to avoid the shackles of literalism. It brought forth, on the other 
hand, a host of new voices among the mystics, whose inspiration or 
private revelation needed to be harmonized with the word of God as 
publicly revealed in the Qur’an. The Islamic dispensation rests upon a 
foundation of religious and legal practice, in which obeying the divine 
law is much more important than creed or doctrine. Mystical experience 
and spiritual! freedom thus exist in tension with the letter of the law as 
well as with the literal sense of scripture. While most Sufis insisted on the 
external law as the prerequisite and correlative of the inner path, their 
devotional life was enriched by experiences and practices unaccounted 
for in strictly legal interpretations of Islam. While mysticism in itself in 
no way implied rejection of the divine law, its inner freedom inevitably 
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brought it into conflict with a human legalism that would have reduced 
inspiration to formula. 

The focus of this study is the nature, significance, and impact of in- 
spired expression in Sufism. Ecstatic expressions (shathiyat) constitute a 
pivotal problem for the understanding of Sufism. Post-scriptural inspira- 
tion is ambiguous; for the mystic it can be the key to divine revelation, 
but to outsiders it can be a blasphemous parody of scripture. The most 
famous ecstatic expressions, Abu Yazid al-Bistami’s “Glory be to Me!” 
and Hallaj’s “I am the Truth,” have indeed been the cause of both insight 
and outrage over the centuries. Popular imagination has always 
associated the execution of Hallaj with his saying “I am the Truth”; this 
has given rise to a kind of historiography of martyrdom in which the 
mystic’s expressions inevitably collided with the revealed law. The rela- 
tionship between the spirit and the letter, in any case, has given rise to 
ambiguity. This very ambiguity has led some of the mystics to express 
their state in terms that paradoxically placed them outside the community 
of the faithful. The tension between the spirit and the letter could, and 
did, grow to an unendurable pitch, leading Hallaj (d. 309/922)* to say, 
“I became infidel to God’s religion, and infidelity is my duty, because it is 
detestable to Muslims.”? In the same mood, Hallaj counselled a disciple, 
“May God veil you from the exterior of the religious law, and may he 
reveal to you the reality of infidelity. For the exterior of the religious law 
is a hidden idolatry, while the reality of infidelity is a manifest gnosis.” 
This should not be misunderstood as a deliberate rejection of God or the 
Islamic faith, nor as any kind of secularism or nihilism. To impose such a 
superficial modern ideology on a mystical paradox would be absurd. 
Ecstatic sayings need to be interpreted in terms of the mystical 
vocabulary of the times. From this perspective, Hallaj’s saying points to 
the limitations of rigid legalism just as it underlines the controversial 
nature of mystical gnosis. Though at first sight difficult to interpret, 
nonetheless the ecstatic sayings on faith and infidelity offer an intriguing 
perspective on the whole problem of inspired speech. As a kind of self- 
reflective statement, they describe all human formulations as shot 
through with duality, and thus define the limitations of mystical ex- 
pression. Even today, the foremost Persian lexicon, the Lughat Namah, 
defines shath as “certain words resembling infidelity, which are uttered 
by the Sufi in overpowering ecstasy.”* To clarity the relationship between 
mystical experience and infidelity will be one of the most difficult as well 
as fascinating tasks of this study. 

The attempt to understand these typical ecstatic utterances separates 
itself into three related subjects that constitute the parts of this book: 


*All dates are given according to the Islamic Aijri calendar, followed by a solidus (/) and 
the equivalent date in the Gregorian Christian calendar. 
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first, the literary genre of shathiyat in Sufism, considered in its historical 
development and in its principal topics and forms of expression; second, 
the ecstatic sayings on faith and infidelity and their interpretation in 
Sufism; third, the problem of the spirit and the letter in Sufism, which il- 
lustrates the legal and dogmatic repercussions of mysticism in Islamic 
society. This is followed by a conclusion that compares shathiyat to 
mystical speech in other religious traditions, to establish a basis for 
evaluating the significance of ecstatic expressions. 

Although students of Islam have long recognized the importance of 
Shathiyat, most have been content to allude to it in passing. Louis 
Massignon’s classic Essai sur les origines du lexique technique de la 
mystique musulmane was focussed on the writings of Hallaj “as most 
clearly exhibiting . . . the crucial question of mysticism: the experiential 
phenomenon of shath, the sign of transforming union.”* Massignon re- 
mained preoccupied, however, with other problems, above all, the fate 
of Halla}. Although he was the first to sketch the outline of the problem 
of interpreting shath, he never attempted a sustained analysis of it.‘ 
More recently, Paul Nwyia, in a study of Sufi Qur’an exegesis that ex- 
tended the work of Massignon, recognized shath as the pinnacle of 
mystical experience; here, where the speaker becomes united to the divine 
word and renounces deceptive language, Nwyia finds the source of “the 
authentic language . . . of experience” in Arabic.’ But aside from a few 
highly insightful passages on this subject, Nwyia, like Massignon, 
devoted most of his time to introducing and explicating the unpublished 
writings of individual Sufis. Other scholars of Sufism, such as R. A. 
Nicholson and Hellmut Ritter, have only mentioned this problem in 
brief. It is still too early to attempt an exhaustive study of shathiyat, 
since many essential texts, such as the great Sufi Qur’an commentaries of 
Sulami and Ruzbihan Bagli, have yet to be published in critical editions. 
But with Henry Corbin’s edition of Ruzbihan’s Commentary on Ecstatic 
Expressions (Sharh-i Shathiyat) in 1966, enough material is now 
available to permit a general analysis. 

I have chosen to center this investigation on the “classical” period of 
Sufism, from the third/ninth to the sixth/twelfth centuries, in Iraq and 
Iran, a choice which requires some justification, In its earliest period, 
Sufism began to emerge as a distinctive movement formed of the ascetic 
and devotional aspirations of early Islam. Pious Muslims in the first 
generations of the new Islamic society had increasingly turned away from 
the worldliness of the caliphal court. The ascetic Hasan of Basra had 
warned his listeners to abandon the wealth of the world and prepare for 
judgment, at the very moment when the caliph’s armies were conquering 
Spain, the Indus valley, and Transoxania. This call was echoed in eastern 
Iran, where Ibrahim ibn Adham, the prince of Balkh, renounced his 
throne and gave up the world. Other figures like Rabiah of Basra 
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mitigated this austerity; she expressed her unconditional and selfless love 
for God in a way that imprinted the stamp of genuine mysticism on early 
Sufism. 

The classical period with which we are concerned began with the 
great Sufis of the third/ninth century, Dhu al-Nun of Egypt, the Iranian 
Abu Yazid a!-Bistami, and the members of the Baghdad school, such as 
Abu al-Husayn al-Nuri, Abu Sa id al-Kharraz, and Junayd. This period 
saw an outburst of creativity in Sufism, based on minute examination of 
internal spiritual states and extended speculation on moral, legal, and 
philosophical subjects. In the realm of shath, however, the dominant 
figure was of course Hallaj, who more than any other found in this 
divine speech his “mystical vocation,” as Massignon put it. Hallaj’s mar- 
tyrdom, which necessarily increased the controversy over shathiyat, 
caused many Sufis either to adopt conservative legalistic positions or to 
engage in deliberate esotericism. In subsequent generations, inspired 
speech continued to play an important role in the elaboration of Sufism, as 
in the work of Abu Nasr al-Sarraj, but the Sharh-i Shathiyat of Ruz- 
bihan Bagli is the single most important treatise on the subject. It is, as 
Corbin observed, “a veritable Summa of Sufism, studied from the 
characteristic viewpoint of shath,” and an essential source for any future 
history of Sufism.® One other interpreter of Hallaj will be crucial for the 
interpretation of the ecstatic sayings on faith and infidelity: this is “Ayn 
al-Qudat al-Hamadani, who was executed in 525/1131. In his treatise 
Tamhidat, he has given a lengthy discussion of the mystical concept of 
true infidelity that became definitive for many later Sufis. Ruzbihan’s 
work reflects the accumulated wisdom of the Baghdad school of Sufism 
as well as that of Ibn al-Khafif in Shiraz, thus uniting the traditions of 
Iraq and southern Iran. “Ayn al-Qudat summarizes the outlook of the 
Sufis of northern Iran, especially as represented by his master Ahmad al- 
Ghazali, brother of the famous theologian. In choosing Hallaj, and his 
two interpreters Ruzbihan and ‘Ayn al-Qudat, we have selected figures 
representative of the major Sufi schools of this period, who were respon- 
sible for the dominant formulations of shathiyat in general and the 
ecstatic expressions on faith and infidelity in particular. 

The authors selected are also appropriate examples to take in study- 
ing the problem of the spirit and the letter in Sufism. A historical ex- 
amination of Sufi trials (Nuri, Hallaj, “Ayn al-Qudat) will afford the op- 
portunity of testing the popular notion that mystical sayings inevitably 
conflict with Islamic law. The historiography of martyrdom in Sufism 
has understandably obscured the political and social causes of the Sufi 
trials, in order to highlight the religious issues. Bringing out the essentially 
political nature of these so-called heresy trials will make it easier to 
understand how, in other circumstances, outspoken mystics like Ruz- 
bihan could have lived wholly untroubled by such inquisitions. In addi- 
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tion, an analysis of contemporary heresiographic and legal literature will 
permit a more balanced view of the status of ecstatic savings in Islamic 
law. 

The spirit of shath flourished during this classical period of Sufism, 
but in subsequent centuries the social and theoretical elaboration of 
Sufism tended to cast shathiyat into more formal literary and 
philosophical molds. By the sixth/twelfth century, Sufism was taking on 
the form of public orders extending into all levels of society, partly as a 
response to the decay of the social order as manifested in the decline of 
the caliphate. Distinctive orders arose in different cultural areas such as 
Central Asia and India, reflecting the particular character of each region. 
Persian mystical poetry inherited the classical ecstatic expressions as 
literary topoi, which continually recur in the delicate allusive forms that 
give Persian Sufi poetry its texture and density. This is above all true of 
the poetry of Farid al-Din ‘Attar, whose lyrics contain innumerable sym- 
bolic references to mystical infidelity. When the theoretical outlook 
associated with the Andalusian master Ibn ‘Arabi came to dominate the 
intellectual expression of Sufism, shathiyat became mere allegories for 
the subtle doctrines of Ibn ‘Arabi’s school. After this time, inspired 
speech became a conventional rhetorical device. 

Thus the period and the authors in question can serve as the basis 
for a general and introductory survey of ecstatic expressions in Sufism 
and their repercussions, with special regard to the topic of faith and in- 
fidelity. This study does not pretend to completeness; an exhaustive in- 
quiry into shathiyat would require a comprehensive collection of the 
literature of early Sufism, much of which is still unpublished, and it 
would entail in particular a thorough analysis of Sufi Qur’an commen- 
taries. Nevertheless, I hope that the present book will achieve its goal of 
introducing the literature of shath in its religious and historical context. 
Despite the intrinsic difficulty and even obscurity of this subject, it re- 
mains a fascinating monument to the aspirations of the human spirit. 
Shath raises questions of universal scope regarding human-divine rela- 
tionships, and it offers testimonies that pose extraordinary challenges for 
conventional religious notions. As Gerardus van der Leeuw said, “We 
can never understand God’s utterance by means of any purely intellectual 
capacity; what we can understand is only our own answer.” This study is 
an attempt at recovering the meaning of a particular variety of human 
response to the word of God. If it can succeed in making this religious 
phenomenon accessible to modern readers, and if it will throw some light 
on the problem of reconciling spiritual experience with the larger 
historical tradition, it will have served its purpose. 
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Part I 


ECSTATIC EXPRESSIONS 
IN SUFISM 


The Literature and Theory 
of Ecstatic Expression 


1. CLASSICAL SUFISM UP TO RUZBIHAN 


For Sufis, the phenomenon of shath as a mode of speech with God must 
seek its origin, ultimately, in the experience of the Prophet Muhammad. 
The Qur’an is the word of God, which has been internalized to form the 
basis of the mystical vocabulary of Sufism.’ The model for shath is 
especially to be looked for in the Divine Saying (hadith qudsi), the extra- 
Qur’anic revelations in which Muhammad reported what God said to 
him. It was the view of Louis Massignon that many of the Divine Sayings 
were not authentic reports going back to Muhammad, but were the 
results of the experiences of the early mystics, who circulated these say- 
ings publicly in the guise of hadith, before the standardization of the 
hadith corpus. The recent researches of William A. Graham have shown 
that this is not necessarily the case. Most of the Divine Sayings can be 
found in the canonical collections of hadith.? In these canonical hadith, 
there are some that emphasize the possibility of close contact between 
man and God: “The Prophet said, ‘God says: “I fulfill My servant’s ex- 
pectation of Me, and I am with him when he remembers Me... . ”’” 
Other sayings stress the importance of love (mahabbah). “. . . I heard 
the Apostle of God say: ‘God said: “My love belongs by right to those 
who love one another in Me, to those who sit together (in fellowship) in 
Me. ..”’”5 The most famous of these Divine Sayings is the saying on 
supererogatory worship (hadith al-nawafil), which expresses an ex- 
perience in which the worshipper feels the divine presence so strongly 
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10 ECSTATIC EXPRESSIONS IN SUFISM 


that his volition is taken up by God, and all his actions are performed by 
God. The essential section is the following: “And My servant continues 
drawing nearer to Me through supererogatory acts until I love him; and 
when I love him, I become his ear with which he hears, his eye with which 
he sees, his hand with which he grasps, and his foot with which he 
walks.”® The importance of this Divine Saying for Sufism can scarcely be 
overestimated. It “forms one of the cornerstones of mystical teaching in 
Sufism.”’ As the word of God to the Prophet, this saying stands as a con- 
stant reminder of the possibility of union with God through devotion. 

As far as we can tell, the first major development of the concept of 
divine speech was the work of the sixth imam of the Shi ah, Ja’ far al- 
Sadiq (d. 148/765). Respected for his piety and wisdom by all Islamic 
sects, Ja far was regarded especially highly by the Sufis, who took his 
Qur’an commentary as the basis for their growing body of mystical 
Qur’anic literature. In his exegesis of the theophany experienced by 
Moses on Mt. Sinai, Ja’far found the key to the nature of divine speech 
in the words by which God identified Himself. According to Ja far, 
when God said to Moses, “I am I, your Lord (inni ana rabbuka)” (Qur. 
20.12), Moses then realized that 


it is not proper for anyone but God to speak of himself by using these 
words inni ana, “I am I.” I was seized by a stupor (dahsh), and annihilation 
(fana’ took place. I said then: “You! You are He who is and who will be 
eternally, and Moses has no place with You nor the audacity to speak, 
unless You let him subsist by your subsistence (baga’) and You endow him 
with Your attribute.” ... He replied to me: “None but I can bear My 
speech, none can give me a reply; I am He who speaks and He who is 
spoken to, and you are a phantom (shabah) between the two, in which 
speech (khifab) takes place.”® 


One of the striking things about this comment is that it reveals selfhood 
as an exclusively divine prerogative. Only God has the right to say “I.” 
This important point would later be stressed by Sufis such as Abu Sa ‘id 
al-Kharraz (d. 279/892) and Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988).° A further 
aspect of Ja‘ far’s comment that greatly influenced Sufism was the use of 
the terms “annihilation (fana’)” and “subsistence (baqa),” which refer 
to the disappearance of the human ego and the manifestation of the 
divine presence. This would later be articulated by the Sufi Dhu al-Nun 
(d. ca. 246/859), who was the first Sufi editor of Ja far’s Qur’an com- 
mentary.'® Finally, Ja‘far interprets Moses’ experience of the divine 
speech as an event occurring within the consciousness of a human being. 
One must agree with Nwyia that Ja'far has described 


precisely that which the Sufis designate by the technical term of shath or 
theopathic locution. Moses heard in himself the inni ana rabbuka, Bistami 
will say subhani (glory be to Me!), and Hallaj, ana al-hagq (I am the 
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Truth), but the phenomenon is the same: in none of these cases is the sub- 
ject of the sentence either Moses, Bistami, or Hallaj, but it is God who 
speaks by and through the human consciousness.!! 


Although he does not use the term shath, Jafar has described this 
phenomenon in a way that will remain archetypal for later Sufis. 

The first widely quoted author of ecstatic sayings was Abu Yazid al- 
Bistami (d. 261/875), the Persian ascetic and mystic (known as Bayazid 
in Iran), who is most famous for his phrase, “Glory be to Me! How great 
is My Dignity!” He did harsh penances for many years, and then began 
to express his spiritual experiences in a most daring language. He spoke 
of the annihilation of the self, but he also described the experience of as- 
cent into the presence of God, comparable to the heavenly ascension 
(mi raj) of Muhammad.'? The great Sufi master of Baghdad, Abu al- 
Qasim al-Junayd (d. 298/910), gathered and discussed many of Bayazid’s 
sayings in a work called Tafsir al-Shathiyat (“Commentary on the 
Ecstatic Expressions”). Junayd’s approach was apparently based on 
sobriety (sahw), as opposed to the intoxication (sukr) that he saw in 
Bayazid, but he regarded Bayazid’s sayings as significant data of the 
mystical life. In some instances, he indicated that Bayazid’s sayings did 
not emerge from the highest level of mystical experience. The largest col- 
lection of Bayazid’s sayings is the Kitab al-Nur min Kalimat Abi Yazid 
Tayfur (“The Book of Light from the Sayings of Abu Yazid Tayfur”), 
compiled by al-Sahlaji (d. 476/1082-3) on the basis of reports going back 
to Bayazid’s descendants. This book has been edited by ‘Abd al-Rahman 
Badawi under the title Shatahat al-Sufiyah.'} Junayd himself is credited 
with a number of ecstatic sayings, despite his sobriety. Junayd’s com- 
mentary, and many of Bayazid’s sayings, would not have survived 
without the valuable work of Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988). A native 
of Tus in Khurasan, Sarraj was widely travelled, and was an authoritative 
master in Sufism and law. He compiled his Kitab al-Luma fi al- 
Tasawwuf (“The Book of Glimmerings on Sufism”) as a guide to all 
aspects of Sufism, designed to show that Sufism was completely in ac- 
cord with the principles and ordinances of Islam. The last of the twelve 
sections of this book is entitled “The Commentary on Ecstatic Expres- 
sions, and Words that are Externally Found Repulsive, Though they are 
Internally Correct and Well-founded.” This section incorporates 
Junayd’s comments on Bayazid, as well as sayings of Shibli, Nuri, 
Wasiti, and other early Sufis. 

Sarraj has developed a very interesting theory of shath and the con- 
ditions for understanding it. His discussion, which is the earliest treat- 
ment of its kind, deserves to be considered here at some length. In the 
following passage he gives the etymology and definition of the term, and 
describes its essential features: 
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? 


If a questioner asks the meaning of shath, the answer is that it means a 
strange-seeming expression describing an ecstasy that overflows because of 
its power, and that creates commotion by the strength of its ebullience and 
overpowering quality. This is shown by the fact that shath in Arabic means 
“movement”. .. . The flour-sifting house is called “the shaking house (a/- 
mishtah)” because they shake the flour so much, above the place where 
they sift it, and sometimes it spills over the edges from so much shaking. 
Thus shath is a word derived from movement, because it is the agitation of 
the intimate consciences of the ecstatics when their ecstasy becomes power- 
ful. They express that ecstasy of theirs by an expression that the hearer 
finds strange—but he will be led astray to his perdition by denying and 
refuting it when he hears it, and he will be safe and sound by avoiding its 
denial and by searching out the difficulty in it by asking someone who really 
knows it. This is one of its characteristics: have you ever noticed that when 
a great deal of water is flowing in a narrow stream, it overflows its banks? 
It is then said, “The water shataha (overflowed) in the stream.” Therefore 
when the ecstasy of an aspirant becomes powerful, and he is unable to en- 
dure the assault of the luminous spiritual realities that have come over his 
heart, it appears on his tongue, and he expresses it by a phrase that is 
strange and difficult for the hearer, unless he be worthy of it and have 
widely encompassed the knowledge of it. And that, in the language of those 
who are familiar with technical terminology, is called shath,'4 


This is a learned and sophisticated description that presents a number of 
concepts central to the understanding of shath. The sense of the 
overflowing and spilling over of a powerful experience is the basic con- 
notation of this term. Yet Sarraj also stresses the component of 
knowledge in shath. It is essential that the enquirer ask one “who really 
knows it (va‘lamu ‘ilmahu),” one who has “widely encompassed the 
knowledge of it (mutabahhiran fi ilmiha).” Evidently the ecstasy (wajd) 
and its strange-seeming expression are by no means devoid of intellectual 
content, although the determination of this content may be difficult. 
Sarraj goes on to explain the kind of knowledge that is stressed in 
Sufism, and the place it holds relative to the other branches of Islamic 
knowledge. He articulates four kinds of knowledge: first, the knowledge 
of the sayings of the Prophet; second, the knowledge of religious law and 
ordinances; third, the knowledge of analogy, theory, and disputation, 
which protects the faith against innovations and error; fourth, and 
highest of them all, the knowledge of spiritual realities, stations, acts of 
piety, abstinence, and contemplation of God.'*5 This last branch of 
knowledge is what we call Sufism. Just as in any other kind of 
knowledge, says Sarraj, one must always go to the experts in that par- 
ticular science when there is a problem to be solved, so in questions of 
spiritual realities one must approach the appropriate experts, the Sufi 
masters, in order to understand properly their sayings on this subject. 
For this reason, “it is inappropriate for anyone to think that he encom- 
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passes all knowledge, lest he err in his opinion of the sayings of the elect, 
and anathematize them and charge them with heresy (yukaffirahum wa 
yuzandiqahum), when he is devoid of experience in their states and the 
stations of their spiritual realities and their actions.”'* It is from a clearly 
established theretical position that Sarraj formulates the relation of 
mystical experience to the standard Islamic religious sciences, and he 
does so in order to defuse serious accusations that have been brought 
against Sufis in the past. He further points out that the Sufis are fre- 
quently learned in the traditional fields of jurisprudence, hadith, and 
disputation, in addition to their own speciality, while this is not true of 
the experts in those fields. 

Finally, Sarraj elaborates more on the stages of spiritual develop- 
ment at which shathiyat are likely to occur: 


Shath is less frequently found among those who are perfected, since the lat- 
ter are fully established in their spiritual realities (ma‘anihim). It is only one 
who is at a beginning stage who falls into shath, one whose goal is union 
with the ultimate perfection.!7 


Sarraj here contrasts the self-possession of the perfected soul with the 
soul that is overpowered and cannot refrain from expressing shathiyat. 
He considers this an experience of novices, at least in theory. There will 
be occasion to question this judgement later on; if, after all, Bayazid’s ut- 
terances were only the result of immature experiences, why did Junayd 
and Sarraj consider them worthy of comment? Junayd’s explanation of 
Bayazid’s statements is referred to as a tafsir, a word usually reserved for 
commentaries on the Qur’an. If the view of shathiyat as characteristic of 
the beginner is inconsistent with Sarraj’s real position, it may well be that 
his explanation is intended to offer a ready excuse in cases where other- 
wise heresy would be suspected. Furthermore, Sarraj ultimately derives 
the shath of Bayazid from the celebrated Divine Saying on 
supererogatory worship (hadith al-nawafil), as it obviously implies some 
sort of approximation to union with God.'® Yet Sarraj’s caution kept 
him from mentioning Hallaj’s ecstatic expressions in his discussion of 
shathiyat, although he elsewhere refers to Hallaj’s execution. Evidently 
Sarraj deliberately avoided reference to the controversial “I am the 
Truth” of Hallaj, in what is admittedly an apologetic work. 

Other writers of this era also discussed shath. One of them was Abu 
Sa‘d al-Khargushi (d. 406/1015) a pious Sufi of Nishapur who devoted 
himself to building hospitals and caring for the sick. His lengthy work 
Tahahib al-Asrar (“The Refinement of Consciences”) evidently has some 
reference to shath, but it remains in manuscript and has not been accessi- 
ble to me. According to Arberry, Khargushi favored sobriety over intox- 
ication, so he may have been cautious about approving ecstatic ut- 
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terances.'? The eminent Sufi biographer Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaini 
(d. 412/1021) also referred to shath briefly, but in the main copied the 
views of Sarraj.2° 

A restrained view of shath is given by Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 
§05/1111), who devoted a couple of pages to the subject in his massive 
encyclopedia Jhya’ ‘Ulum al-Din (“Revival of Religious Sciences”). There 
Ghazali showed his great concern about the possibility of misinterpreting 
these sayings. Ghazali distinguishes two kinds of shath. The first kind 
consists of 


broad, extravagant claims (made) in passionate love of God Most High, in 
the union that is independent of outward actions, so that some go to the ex- 
tent of claiming unification, rending of the veil, contemplative vision (of 
God), and oral conversation (with God). Then they say, “We were told 
such-and-such, and we said such-and-such.” In this they resemble al- 
Husayn ibn Mansur al-Hallaj, who was crucified for uttering words of this 
kind, and they quote his saying, “I am the Truth.” 


Ghazali goes on to say that this kind of talk is very dangerous to the com- 
mon people, because they lose their chance for salvation, since they think 
that a purified soul that has attained spiritual states can dispense with re- 
quired actions. Ghazali concludes from this that “the killing of him who 
utters something of this kind is better in the religion of God than the 
resurrection of ten others.” The other kind of shath is that which is 
unintelligible to the listener, regardless of whether it is merely confused 
babbling or something which the speaker comprehends but cannot ar- 
ticulate properly. Since this is bound to be interpreted ad /ib., it is not 
permissible to express such things publicly, Ghazali concludes by quoting 
sayings from Jesus, to the effect that one should not cast pearls before 
swine, In this exposition, Ghazali’s main concern is to prevent ordinary 
people from being misled by difficult or strange sayings, even though he 
implicitly regards them as valid for those who can understand. In the 
most mystical sayings, however, he sees a real danger of antinomianism.?! 

The next author of importance for the study of shath is ‘Ayn al- 
Qudat Hamadani (d. 525/1131). He was a brilliant and audacious writer; 
his sayings and his untimely execution will be studied in detail in parts IT 
and JIJI. Although he pronounced many ecstatic sayings, especially in his 
Persian writings, he only devoted a few pages to the theoretical explana- 
tion of shath, in his Shakwa al-Gharib (“Stranger’s Lament”), composed 
during his final imprisonment. His explanations are very similar to those 
of Sarraj, and he also refers to the Divine Saying on supererogatory wor- 
ship as the archetype of shath,?? 

While Sarraj in his Kitab al-Luma devoted some forty pages, about 
one-tenth of the book, to a discussion of shathiyat, in Sharh-i Shathiyat 
of Ruzbihan Baqli we have a complete treatise filling six hundred pages 
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in the edition of Henry Corbin. Ruzbihan Baqli Shirazi (d. 606/1209) is 
the pre-eminent authority on shath in Sufism, so that in Iran he is known 
as Shaykh-i Shattah, “Doctor Ecstaticus.”?5 His spiritual lineage goes 
back to Ibn al-Khafif (d. 372/982), one of the last confidants of Hallaj 
before his execution. Ruzbihan is the most important interpreter of 
Hallaj; he not only preserves many significant sayings and interpreta- 
tions of Hallaj, but also brings his own original vision to bear on the sub- 
ject. He originally composed his commentary on ecstatic sayings as a 
treatise in Arabic entitled Mantiq al-Asrar fi Bayan al-Anwar (“The 
Language of Consciences explaining their Illuminations”), and it was 
primarily devoted to Hallaj, with other sayings added for completeness. 
At the request of his disciples, he translated the book into Persian under 
the title Sharh-i Shathiyat (“Commentary on Ecstatic Expressions”), in- 
creasing the volume of the book substantially by giving accounts of his 
own experiences.24 This work is an extraordinarily rich exposition of the 
spiritual life, although the idiosyncrasies of style in the Sharh are such 
that “it would be an exaggeration to say that the Persian is much clearer 
than the Arabic original,” as Corbin dryly remarks.?5 Yet this work has a 
strange and fascinating beauty. As Annemarie Schimmel observes, 


What so profoundly impresses the reader in Ruzbihan’s writings . . . is his 
style, which is at times as hard to translate as that of Ahmad Ghazzali and 
possesses a stronger and deeper instrumentation. It is no longer the 
scholastic language of the early exponents of Sufism, who tried to classify 
stages and stations, though Baqli surely knew these theories and the 
technical terms. It is the language refined by the poets of Iran during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, filled with roses and nightingales, pliable 
and colorful.?° 


The work is composed on roughly chronological lines. After a long in- 
troduction on the aims and theories of this commentary, Ruzbihan 
describes the origins of shath in the theophanic elements of the Qur’an 
and hadith. Then, after discussing the shathiyat of the Prophet’s compa- 
nions, Ruzbihan gives a total of 192 ecstatic expressions of forty-five dif- 
ferent Sufis, from Ibrahim ibn Adham (d. ca. 174/790) to Abu Sa‘id ibn 
Abi al-Khayr (d. 440/1049). A number of these authors are scarcely 
known to history, and these are usually represented here by only one or 
two sayings. Among the most prominent authors are Abu Bakr al-Wasiti 
(d. ca. 320/932) and Abu al-Hasan al-Husri (d. 371/981), each with over 
a dozen sayings, while special emphasis is given to the twenty-two sayings 
of Abu Bakr al-Shibli (d. 334/945) and the thirty-one sayings of Bayazid. 
Yet the place of honor is reserved for Hallaj. Forty-five of his sayings are 
commented on, as well as his twenty-five spiritual hadith (the Riwayat), 
and the composite book known as the Kitab al-Tawasin. Thus one-third 
of the Sharh-i Shathiyat is devoted to Hallaj. In terms of completeness, it 
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may be pointed out that Ruzbihan did not apparently have access to the 
works of some Sufis from north-western Iran or Transoxania. He never 
refers to the Sufi martyr ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani, whose work shows 
such strong parallels to his own. As for sources, it is clear that Ruzbihan 
was thoroughly familiar with the Kitab al-Luma of Sarraj. He not only 
borrowed from Sarraj a number of technical explanations and commen- 
taries on individual shathiyat, but also drew on him for some twenty- 
eight quotations from five different authors. 

In the introduction to his book, Ruzbihan has given an eloquent 
description of his purpose in clarifying the words of the saints, so that 
those who do not comprehend will refrain from the error of persecuting 
the saints; 


When I bent my head in contemplation and read in the famous books of 
the leaders in gnosis, 1 recognized the disparities in their states through 
their sayings. It was clear to me that the subtleties and allusions of those 
who are rooted in gnosis are bestowed by the states that come upon them, 
and I saw that the understanding of that knowledge is difficult. Language 
becomes manifest in the form of shathiyat particularly for those intox- 
icated ones who are drowned in the waves of eternity, on account of the 
thundering clouds experienced in the moment of profound sighs, in the 
reality of overwhelming raptures. From each of their words, a world of 
learned men is filled with consternation. The deniers have drawn forth the 
sword of ignorance from the scabbard of envy, and from foolishness are 
wielding it themselves. . . . God’s jealous ones cried out from the wombs 
of the hidden world, “O witness of secrets and niche of lights! Free the holy 
spirits from denial by the bankrupt, show forth the long past of those who 
kill and crucify in sacrifice! Say the secret of the shath of the lovers, and the 
expression of the agitation of the intoxicated, in the language of the people 
of the inner reality and the outer law! Say every subtlety in the form of 
. knowledge connected with a spiritual state, and the guidances of Qur’an 
and hadith, (Say all this as) a subtle and marvellous commentary . . .”?? 


Ruzbihan is inspired to write upon the difficulties of shathiyat in terms 
of his knowledge of the spiritual experiences from which they derive, 
though they are incomprehensible and frightening to the learned 
religious scholars. Therefore he is called upon to reveal the connection 
between the inner reality and the outward law, to explain the knowledge 
( ifm) inherent in the spiritual states, and to show its conformity with the 
data of revelation enshrined in the Qur’an and hadith. 

One can see the extent to which Ruzbihan is moved by the persecu- 
tions and martyrdoms suffered by the prophets and the saints by the fact 
that he devotes chapters three and six to a recitation and litany of “the 
persecution of the folk,” as he describes it. Dwelling on the inevitable 
sufferings of those who are close to God, he makes it clear that uttering 
incomprehensible spiritual sayings, and being oppressed by those who do 
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not possess the inner knowledge or science of it, are both part of the 
destiny of the lovers of God. After proceeding through several chapters 
that describe the virtues and attainments of “the men of shkath,” Ruz- 
bihan once again shows what an important position Hallaj has in this 
science of shath: 


The sole object of all this is the commentary (/afsir) of the shathiyat of 
Hallaj, that I might remove the occasion for refutation, and comment 
upon his enigmas in the language of the religious law (shari-at) and the 
spiritual reality (haqiqat). The quality of his sayings is stranger than all 
others, just as his deeds were stranger than all others, since he mostly 
speaks in terms of “I-ness (ana’iyat).” The path to his spiritual reality 
became incomprehensible in the sight of the imperfect. We are removing 
the murky doubts from the clear face of reality. Know that that dear one 
had fallen into “essential union (Pers. ‘ayn-i jam ).” He was drowned in the 
limitless ocean of eternity, pure ecstasy overcame him. He entered into that 
sea with the quality of creaturehood, and he departed with the character of 
lordship. From the depth of that ocean he brought forth the pearls of 
everlastingness. None saw, and none heard, for some said he was a magi- 
cian, and some said he was a conjurer, some said he was mad, and some 
said he was a heretic. Few said that he was truthful. Yes, some who were ig- 
norant spoke thus (in condemnation), but since it is the prophetic norm 
(sunnah), prophets are called magician and conjurer.?® 


As in the case of Sarraj, part of the purpose of Ruzbihan’s work is 
apologetic, as it attempts to remove the basis for criticism by externalists; 
this is to be accomplished by demonstrating that the shathiyat are in con- 
formity, not only with the spiritual reality (Aagigat) revealed in a 
mystical state (Aa/), but also with the religious law (shari at), which is ap- 
plicable to all of the faithful. Another interesting feature is the 
characteristic application of the epithet “strange” (gharib) to Hallaj, who 
was frequently termed al-‘alim al-gharib, or “Doctor Singularis” as 
Massignon translated it. More importantly, Ruzbihan is here introducing 
several technical terms that are crucial to his interpretation of the Halla- 
jian shathiyat. First is the term ana’iyat (“I-ness”), which is the form of 
the word favored by Ruzbihan; Hallaj uses the term aniyah, while later 
writers use the term ananiyah.?? The problematic nature of the ego in an 
intense confrontation with God is probably the most sensitive topic raised 
by the shathiyat of Hallaj and Bayazid. When the contemplative is ex- 
periencing annihilation of his ego and direct converse with God, it is a 
very delicate question, from moment to moment, as to the actual identity 
of the speaker. A second important term here is “essential union (‘ayn al- 
jam ),” which was used by Junayd to describe the state of Bayazid. Ac- 
cording to Ruzbihan, this term does not have the odiurn theologicum of 
the term “incarnationism (Au/u/),” and he often uses the synonym 
“unification (ittthad).”3° The basic import of these terms is that the most 
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important topic of shathiyat is the possible union of the human with the 
divine, which is the question of the nature of selfhood. 

In the chapter devoted to the meaning of the term shath, Ruzbihan 
begins with the lexicographical example already given by Sarraj, of the 
mill-house where grain is sifted by shaking. He continues to follow Sar- 
raj’s lead, but adds enough of his own interpretation to make a full 
translation worthwhile: 


Then in the vocabulary of the Sufis, shath is derived from the agitations of 
the intimate consciences of their hearts. When ecstasy becomes strong and 
the light of manifestation becomes elevated in the inmost part of their cons- 
ciences, by the quality of the annunciation and revelation and strengthen- 
ing of the spirits illuminated by the inspiration that appears in their in- 
tellects, it stirs up the fire of their longing for the eternal Beloved. They 
reach the vision of the seraglio-curtain of Majesty, and they are moving in 
the world of beauty. When they see the objects of contemplation in the hid- 
den, and the secrets of the hidden of the hidden, and the mysteries of 
greatness — intoxication enters in upon them unasked, the soul enters into 
ebullience, the consciousness enters into commotion, the tongue enters into 
speech. Speech comes forth from the ecstatic, from his incandescent state 
(hal) and from his spirit’s exaltation, regarding the science of the stations 
(maqamat). The outward form of it is symbolic (mutashabih), It is an ex- 
pression the words of which are found to be strange. When others do not 
understand the inner aspect through the outward forms, and they do not 
see the method of it, they are led astray to denial and refutation of the 
speaker.?! 


This description contains basically the same elements found in Sarraj’s 
definition, already quoted, of the overflowing of ecstasy into speech, and 
the necessity of having the true knowledge or science (“i/7n) of inner ex- 
perience in order to understand shath. Ruzbihan adds a certain stress on 
the differentiation of inner experiences, referring to the state (ha/) and 
the stations (rmagamat) of the path, while at the same time transforming 
this into a characteristically poetic invocation by his series of balanced 
clauses. 

One of the most striking aspects of Ruzbihan’s interpretation is his 
assimilation of shathiyat to the expressions in the Qur’an and hadith 
known as enigmatic utterances (mutashabihat). Certain verses of the 
Qur’an, particularly those that symbolically describe God in physical 
terms (hand, face, sitting on the throne), cannot be taken literally 
without anthropomorphism. In the following passage, Ruzbihan follows 
a method of symbolic exegesis whereby the enigmatic sayings of the 
Qur’an, hadith, and shath are seen as revelations of the divine Attributes 
and Names, while the actions of the Prophet Muhammad serve as a 
perfect mirror for those Attributes. For the common people, it is 
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necessary to accept the divine origin of these sayings without asking why. 


Only for the elect is it permissible to delve into interpretation, for they 
possess knowledge (‘i/m), a knowledge that by its very nature is esoteric. 


If God gives assistance to an insightful person, so that his insight hits the 
mark, he restrains his tongue from denial and does not inquire into the allu- 
sions of shath. He has faith in their (the saints’) truthfulness in symbolic 
speech. He escapes from the calamity of denial, because their shath is sym- 
bolism (mutashabih) like the symbolism of the Qur’an and hadith. Know 
that the principle of the unvarying shath (i.e., the Qur'an) is in the At- 
tributes; it is the symbolism of the Attributes. In the word of the Messenger 
(i.e., hadith), displaying the secrets of the revelations of the Attributes oc- 
curs through the form of actions . . . When the ocean of eternity rolled 
back from the shore of non-existence, it displayed the pearls of the At- 
tributes and Qualities and Names in an unknown guise. From the pleasure 
of passionate love, the loquacity of his lover’s soul became agitated by the 
overwhelming fragrances of love. From the ocean of symbolism, he cast 
forth the shathiyat of love. 

Both divine and prophetic symbolism come as a testing for the faithful of 
the community, so that they confess to the outward aspect and do not ex- 
amine the inward aspect, so that they do not fall into anthropomorphism, 
imagination, or agnosticism regarding the Attributes, by a denial of sym- 
bolic meanings. It is not right for the common people to discuss the in- 
vestigation of symbolic meanings of exegesis (ta’wil). They recite the verse, 
“They will say, ‘Our God, we had faith’” (Qur. 23.109). In the same way, 
they have no share in the symbolism of hadith except faith. The saints, (on 
the other hand, are referred to in the verse) “and none knows the exegesis 
of it save God and those rooted in knowledge” (Qur. 3.7). For others there 
is faith, but for them there is gnosis in the problems of symbolism.3? 


As Ruzbihan reveals, the esoteric principle of knowledge looks to this 
Qur’anic verse 3.7 for its support. The usual reading of this text is quite 
different; a period is generally placed after “God,” so that the full verse 
reads: “And those with error in their hearts follow the symbolic part, 
desiring dissension and desiring its exegesis, but none knows the exegesis 
of it save God. And those who are firmly rooted in knowledge say, ‘We 
have faith in it...” Ruzbihan’s reading was, however, supported by 
one of the earliest Qur’an scholars, Mujahid (d. 104/722).33 This verse 
was in fact widely used to support the esoteric principle of knowledge. 
The Andalusian philosopher Ibn Rushd (Averroes) maintained that the 
common people must necessarily read this verse with the period in the 
middle, so that for them, only God knows the interpretation; the elect 
must read this verse without the period, since their knowledge is 
demonstrably in accord with the truth.*4 In the same way Ruzbihan in- 
sists that the saints have a gnosis that entitles them to interpret the sym- 
bolic sayings in Qur’an, hadith, and shath. 
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In summarizing his theory of shath, Ruzbihan introduces the key 
terms in his vocabulary of mystical union. Essential union (‘ayn al-jam), 
a classical term used by Junayd, is now presented in company with “the 
clothing of the human with the divine (itibas).” 


The principles of symbolism in shath are from three sources: the source of 
the Qur’an, the source of Aadith, and the source of the inspiration of the 
saints. But that which comes in the Qur’an is the mention of the Attributes 
and the isolated letters, and that which is in Aadith is the vision of the 
clothing of the human with the divine (i/tibas). That which is in the inspira- 
tion of the saints is the Qualities of God in the form of the clothing of the 
human with the divine. This takes place in the station of passionate love 
and the reality of unification, in gnosis and unknowings (nakxirai), in divine 
ruses (makariyat). The proclamation of the Attribute belongs to those who 
are “rooted in knowledge” (Qur. 3.7), for their station is the contemplation 
of eternity. The deserts on which their paths lie are too hot for conven- 
tional wayfarers, who have no aptitude for the comprehension of the 
enigmas of the symbolism of the Attributes. God’s shatf is that symbolism 
which proclaims essential union (Pers. ‘ayn-i jam ) and the clothing of the 
human with the divine Attributes in the station of passionate love; in that 
station is the knowledge (i/m) which was God’s qualification in pre- 
eternity. With that (shath) He discourses to the famous among His 
lovers . . .35 


This passage reveals the breath-taking scope that shath has assumed in 
the mysticism of Ruzbihan. With an authority that follows directly upon 
that of God and the Prophet, the saints’ status and utterances must be ac- 
cepted by the faith of the generality of believers. This, in effect, makes of 
the shathiyat of the saints a supplementary canon, formed by the 
uninterrupted contact that God maintains with the elect. The clothing of 
humanity with divinity, first enacted on the primordial Adam, is 
manifest in the form of Muhammad, and is created anew, by God’s 
grace, in the saints. Love and unification are equated with “gnosis and 
unknowings . . . (and) divine ruses,” an intriguing combination that is 
discussed below. After invoking once again the Qur’anic sanction for 
esoteric knowledge, Ruzbihan effortlessly unites the concepts of essential 
union, clothing with divinity, and the primordial “knowledge” that was 
God’s in pre-eternity. All these together are nothing but the shath of 
God, by which He converses with His lovers. Ruzbihan’s theoretical 
discussion of the nature of the shath does not necessarily solve any pro- 
blems. Rather, it evokes profound mysteries, which, by their very nature, 
are resistant to analysis, He does, nonetheless, provide intimations and 
allusions (isharat) that point to the goal of this difficult path. 
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2. LATER DEVELOPMENTS 


In later Sufism, there is nothing to compare with Ruzbihan’s treat- 
ment of shathiyat, either in scope or profundity. Still, it may be of in- 
terest to give some details on authors who make some reference to the 
topic in later times. 

There is an anonymous manuscript in the British Museum, dated to 
the eighth/fourteenth century and deriving from North Africa, with the 
simple title Agwal al-A’immah al-Sufiyah (“Sayings of the Sufi 
Leaders”). This bulky and badly copied treatist quotes from many of the 
early Sufi masters, and contains a section on “the ecstatic expressions of 
the folk (shathiyat al-gawm),” occupying some five pages and containing 
fourteen sayings, some not known from other sources. Of interest is Ibn 
al-Khafif’s definition of shath: “It is that which overflows from ecstasy 
and seems strange in speech.” This work quotes the Kitab al-Luma 
several times, and gives sayings from Husri, Junayd, Hallaj, Wasiti, and 
Shibli. The author has put together in several places the response of one 
Sufi to the saying of another, usually in the form of a criticism or an at- 
tempt to outdo the other saint. Of special interest regarding Hallaj is a 
previously unknown fragment, “(The) witness sees Him in the essence of 
His spiritual realities, and he does not see anything that is dependent on 
His qualities besides Him.” One of Hallaj’s poems is given in a longer 
version than previously known, and in the biographical section a com- 
pletely new poem by Hallaj can be found, on the meaning of union and 
separation. One of the sayings quoted is, interestingly, a hadith of the 
Prophet, in which Muhammad boasts of his superiority to Moses. This 
treatise sheds no new light on the nature of shath, but it is valuable for 
the several pieces it adds to the corpus of shathiyat.>® 

Around the end of the sixth/twelfth century the word shath occur- 
red in an interesting non-Sufi context, in an Isma-ili text from the 
Assassin fortress of Masyad in Syria. This text contains a juxtaposition 
of shath with the esoteric interpretation (ta’wil) brought by one of the 
supreme charismatic leaders in the Ismaili hierarchy, who was known by 
the title “the Foundation (a/-asas).” In a description of the divine inspira- 
tion (fa’yid) that springs forth from the Foundation’s esoteric interpreta- 
tion, it is said, “The knowledge of inspiration (‘i/m al-ta’yid) flowed 
forth (shataha) from it.” This is an exegesis of Qur. 9.40, the flood of 
Noah, and here shataha is the esoteric synonym for fara, “gushed.”37 
Since this “knowledge of inspiration” is, in Isma‘ili doctrine, only 
vouchsafed to the highest representative of God to mankind, the imam 
or his surrogate, the use of the verb shataha here indicates the overflow 
of the most sublime spiritual knowledge. As we may infer from Marshall 
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G. 8S. Hodgson’s analysis, this is an instance in which the Isma ilis used 
terms derived from Sufism as part of a tendency toward mystical inter- 
pretation of apocalyptic symbolism.3* This does not add greatly to our 
knowledge of shath, but it does show that even to non-Sufis the term had 
associations with esoteric interpretation and mystical knowledge. 

The tradition of shathiyat became somewhat fossilized in Sufism 
after Ruzbihan. The theosophical teaching of Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) 
stood on the foundation of early Sufism, but advanced towards a vast 
system of complex ideas expressive of universal theophany throughout 
all degrees of existence. Ibn ‘Arabi and his disciples, who were known as 
the school of “the unity of existence (wahdat al-wujud),” knew the term 
shath, but it did not figure prominently in their doctrine. Ibn ‘Arabi 
seems to have considered shath as a vain self-indulgence, the product of 
uncontrolled and subjective ecstasy.32 By now, however, Sufis were ex- 
pected to produce such expressions as a matter of course. The historian 
al-Dhahabi noted that Ibn ‘Arabi did not employ shath in his writings, 
but still he supposed that Ibn ‘Arabi must have done so privately in states 
of intoxication.*® As the school of Ibn ‘Arabi became dominant in Sufi 
thought, shathiyat tended to become bland and trite expressions, con- 
cocted at leisure, which summarized the theories of the wujudi school. 
Thus shath tended to fall into a literary and theoretical pattern. 

Nevertheless, we do find echoes of the classical view of ecstatic ex- 
pressions in the Islamic east, particularly in India. Sharaf al-Din ibn 
Yahya Maneri (d. 782/1381) was an eminent Sufi in Bihar, who wrote 
numerous letters and whose discourses were collected in many volumes. 
In one of his conversations, he described shath as “expansiveness in 
speech with utter disregard (of the consequences),” and he followed 
Ghazali in distinguishing two kinds, the mystical claim and the 
unintelligible utterance. In spite of his theoretical disapproval of uttering 
shath, Maneri admitted, “We have said such things,” and he clearly had 
great sympathy for Hallaj.*' A slightly later Indian Sufi, Sayyid Nur 
Qutb-i ‘Alam of Pandua in Bengal (d. 817-8/1415), referred to Ruz- 
bihan’s Sharh-i Shathiyat by name, although he did not discuss the con- 
tents in any detail.4? Nur Qutb-i ‘Alam probably learned of Ruzbihan’s 
work from his fellow-Sufi in Bengal, Ashraf Jahangir Simnani (d. 
829/1425), an emigre from central Asia. Simnani thought very highly of 
Ruzbihan, whose theory of love he discussed in one of this letters, and he 
also wrote a Qur’an commentary along the lines of Ruzbihan’s great 
compendium “Ara’is al-Bayan.*? On the subject of shathiyat, Simnani 
has a general discussion in his collected discourses, but his is a fairly 
modest presentation, which cautiously deems it better not to interpret or 
approve these sayings before the common people. Simnani does men- 
tion, however, a seance held in Gujarat, during which he and another 
Sufi burst into shathiyat.** 
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Another writer on shathiyat from this period was Adhari of 
Isfarayin (d. 836/1432-3). A poet in the service of the Timuri princes, he 
travelled widely and spent some years in India at the court of Ahmad 
Bahman Shah in Gulbarga. While there, at the request of his friends he 
wrote Jawahir al-Asrar, a literary treatise on the symbolic expressions 
employed in Persian poetry and prose. In this work he commented on a 
number of shathiyat, with a perspective (derived from his master Shah 
Ni mat Allah Wali) that stressed the views of Ibn “Arabi, as modified by 
‘Ala’ al-Dawlah Simnani. Concerning shath he says, “Many things like 
this are in the Qur’an and hadith, but at that level they are not called shath 
but the confession of God’s unity (tawhid).”*5 Nonetheless, Adhari in- 
terprets each saying as a metaphysical epigram, yet at the same time re- 
gards them all as the products of uncontrolled intoxication. Though his 
method of interpretation is somewhat haphazard, his collection is an in- 
teresting one. The most unusual feature of Adhari’s work is the inclusion 
of a saying from the fourth caliph, ‘Ali: “I am the time of times, I am the 
cause of causes, I am the face of God toward which you turn, I am the 
side of God on which you rely (?). I come from God into a place, but 
when I am pious, then I am He.”4® This remarkable saying, derived from 
the chief authority of Shi'ism, is an illustration of the convergence of the 
hadith of the Shi'i imams and the shathiyat of the Sufis. 

A clear continuation of Ruzbihan’s work is found in the work of 
Mughul crown prince and Sufi, Dara Shikuh (d. 1069/1659). Son of 
Shahjahan and Mumtaz Mahal, Dara was a gifted scholar who preferred 
mysticism to politics. He became attracted to two masters of the Qadiri 
order in Lahore, Mian Mir and his successor Mulla Shah. Dara wrote 
biographical works on Sufism as well as theoretical treatises and poetry, 
and he is known for his work on the Persian translation of the 
Upanishads. When Dara read Ruzbihan’s Sharh-i Shathiyat, he found it 
to be a precious mine of the sayings of the early Sufis, but the commen- 
tary, he felt, was difficult and “fatiguing.”*” Therefore he decided to pro- 
duce an abridgement that would give the sayings, with only the briefest 
comments, and at the same time bring the collection up to date by 
quoting the ecstatic utterances of the Sufis who had lived after Ruzbihan. 
Dara Shikuh’s work, begun in 1062/1650 under the title Hasanat 
al-‘Arifin (“Fine Words of the Gnostics”), is in a sense a popularization. 
He only retained the barest sense of the theory of shath, which he inter- 
preted as a simplified form of Ibn ‘Arabi’s philosophy. Still, his goal was 
similar, in that he wanted to refute the attacks that ignorant jurists have 
made on Sufis (Dara, we may note, was anything but a lover of tradi- 
tionalism; he defined paradise as the place where there are no mutllas). 
Dara included in his own work nearly fifty of the shathiyat from Ruz- 
bihan’s collection, in one instance with a reading that corrects a corrup- 
tion in our text of Ruzbihan.‘* Dara drew on various sources to augment 
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the anthology, mainly the Nafahat al-Uns of ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami (d. 
898/1492), who was also an admirer of Ruzbihan. Dara also used Ruz- 
bihan’s Qur’an commentary, of which he had commissioned a Persian 
translation. The last third of the book concerns Sufis known personally 
to Dara, and well-known Indian religious figures, such as Kabir and the 
pandit Baba Lal Das. These contemporary notices are very detailed 
biographical sketches, and they contain interesting material on some 
otherwise unknown figures. No longer is Hallaj the central figure, as for 
Ruzbihan; now Dara’s masters, Mian Mir and Mulla Shah, are the most 
important speakers of shathiyat. As far as the understanding of shath is 
concerned, though, this is a somewhat disappointing production. Dara’s 
general! assumption is that ail famous Sufis must have uttered at lest one 
good saying that can be called a shath, and that all such sayings tend to 
express the oneness of existence, according to the view of Ibn ‘Arabi. It is 
interesting to note that, when Dara’s friends asked him why he had ut- 
tered no shath, he replied, “My shath is that all of the shathiyat are 
mine.”4? Since the number of Sufis quoted in the book amounts to 
ninety-nine, it is tempting to speculate that Dara is likening his shath to 
the unknown one-hundredth “Greatest Name” of God, which unifies the 
ninety-nine known Names. 

These are the literary legacies of shath. The term continued to be used, 
but in a somewhat artifical literary ways. In 1086/1675, the Meccan 
shaykh Ibrahim al-Kawrani (d. 1101/1688-9) gave a formal defense of a 
Shath uttered by one of his Javanese disciples, Hamzah al-Fansuri: “God 
Most High is our self and our existence, and we are His self and His ex- 
istence.” This saying, far from being ecstatic, is a simple formulation of 
Ibn * Arabi’s theory of oneness of existence. ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi 
(d. 1140-1/1728) wrote another defense of this saying in 1139/1727, and 
it is again an exposition of the theory of Ibn ‘Arabi.5° In 1151/1738, an 
otherwise obscure Indian Sufi named ° Aziz Allah of Bijapur compiled 
the Durr-i Maknun, a collection of shathiyat combined with moral and 
religious advice, and arranged by topic. As with Dara’s collection, its 
chief interest lies in the shathivat uttered by later Indian Sufis, Though it 
offers no new critical perspective, it deserves a more extended treatment 
than we can give here.5!' We even see the word shath being used to 
describe an “ascension” poem written by a thirteenth/nineteenth century 
Sudanese Sufi, which is recited annually at the celebration of the birth of 
the Prophet.5? Such self-conscious literary and theoretical productions 
seem far removed from the early ecstatic utterances. 
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Topics and Forms 
of Expression 





Ecstatic expressions, we are told, are sayings that derive from ecstasy. 
The Sufi interpreters maintain that the sayings in some way describe the 
original ecstasy, although this description can only be comprehended by 
one who knows the state from actual experience. Those who are not graced 
with the knowledge ( i/m) that God grants to the elect must seek out the 
interpretation of a qualified master. Since I do not, for the purposes of 
this study, claim any sort of esoteric knowledge, I therefore approach the 
study of shathiyat through the authoritative works of Ruzbihan and Sar- 
raj. Their general definitions and approaches have been given, and now it 
will be appropriate to consider the principal topics of shathiyat. First, 
and most important, is the nature of selfhood, divine and human. Se- 
cond is transcendence of the created, expressed as “the isolation of the 
eternal from the temporal,” which is the way to unification. Third is the 
paradoxical stress on “unknowing” as the only way to reach real 
knowledge. Following the discussion of these topics is a consideration of 
the unusual and provocative forms of expression in shathiyat, variously 
interpreted as divine madness, perception of the divine presence in 
nature, and saintly boasting. The final section deals with the nature of 
Shath as a testimony to the reality and presence of God. 


1, SELFHOOD 


Probably the most important topic of early shathiyat was, as Ruz- 
bihan pointed out, the question of selfhood, or in his terminology, 
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“I-ness (ana’iyat).” Over one third of the nearly two hundred shathiyat in 
Ruzbihan’s collection are spoken in the first person, making some state- 
ment about the nature and experience of the self. Bayazid and Hallaj are 
most prominent in speaking on this subject. In a particularly condensed 
saying, Bayazid said, “My ‘I am’ is not ‘I am,’ because I am He, and I am 
‘he is He.’”53 Sahlaji gives a fuller version of the same saying, which may 
be paraphrased as follows: “My ‘I’ is not the human ‘I,’ it is the divine ‘I.’ 
Since my ‘I’ is He, I am ‘he is He.’”54 This saying reports on an experience 
of deification that the Sufis codified under the phrase, “he is He (Auwa 
huwa).” This phrase stands for the doctrine of God’s gift of divine 
qualities to the primordial man in the pre-creational state.55 Bayazid is 
not asserting that his ordinary ego is God; he says that the only real iden- 
tity is God, and that God is the only one who has the right to say “I am.” 
Just as with Jafar al-Sadiq’s exegesis of the Sinai theophany, the ego- 
consciousness of the human disappears under the impact of the divine “I 
am I, your Lord.” Bayazid’s “I” has been replaced with the divine “I,” 
and therefore he says, “I am He; I am ‘he is He.’” In another saying, 
Bayazid indicates that his first presentiments of this union came through 
the abandonment of a spiritual practice that he had followed for years: 
“For thirty years I was hidden from God. My absence from Him was my 
recollection (dhikr) of Him. When I refrained (from dhikr), I saw Him in 
every state, to such a degree that it was as if I were He.”5* In this case 
Bayazid alludes to a state of quasi-identification with God, after his 
abandonment of the recollection of the name of God, a practice which 
for him must still have had ego-connections. In both these instances one 
may point to the elimination of the ego as the prerequisite for experienc- 
ing the divine self. 

If the boundaries of the human ego are breached, then it is 
understandable that there should be fluctuation in the perception of the 
“I,” Is one’s identity lost forever, or is it replaced by the divine? The same 
issue occurs in the story of the man who came looking for Bayazid and 
knocked on his door. Bayazid said, “Who do you want?” The man 
answered, “I am looking for Bayazid.” Bayazid replied, “For thirty years 
Bayazid has been looking for Bayazid and has not seen him, so how will 
you see him?”57 In another saying, made perhaps after his thirty years of 
incredible austerities, Bayazid addressed God thus: “You were a mirror 
for me, and then I became the mirror.”5* This metaphor is one of the 
fundamental symbols in mystical literature throughout the world; the 
mirror held up to the divine reality denotes the purified conscience that 
reflects the form of the real self without obscurity or distortion. 

As to how this “mirror” appears to the rest of creation, we can see 
from this famous saying: “He took me up and set me before Him. He 
said, ‘Bayazid! My creatures desire to see You.’ I said, ‘Array me in Your 
oneness and clothe me with Your selfhood, and bring me to Your unity, 
so that when Your creatures see me, they will see You. There it will be 
You, and I will not be there.’”5® Later mystics will call this the clothing 


jal got cat pey Tyan tobe 


TOPICS AND FORMS OF EXPRESSION 27 


with divine selfhood (i/tibas). Bayazid has also presented transformation 
of identity in the opposite image of a snake shedding its skin: “I shed my 
self (nafsi) as a snake sheds its skin, then I looked at myself, and behold! 
I was He (ana huwa),”®° A remarkable variety of images conveys the 
sense of radical transformation of selfhood. 

Hallaj has also given many subtle comments on identity in his 
shathiyat. In one place he said, “I wonder at You and me, You an- 
nihilated me out of myself into You. You made me near to Yourself, so 
that I thought that I was You and You were me.”6' The complete poem 
from which Ruzbihan translated these lines conveys Hallaj’s intense 
awareness of God’s presence in all of his thoughts and moods. Hallaj 
seems to refer here to an imagined union, and Ruzbihan explains it as the 
fancy (wahm) born of human weakness as it contemplates the All, and he 
adds, “The intoxicated speak in this way frequently, even though they 
know that the Essence of divinity is unattainable by the created.”®? If 
there was still any ego left in him, he was not sufficiently purified of self, 
and must undergo complete self-negation. In a bolder metaphor, Hallaj 
said, “My spirit mixes with your spirit, in nearness and in distance, so 
that Iam You, just as You are I.”®} This is actually a truncated version of 
a poem in the Diwan, which is even more remarkable in its imagery: 
“Your spirit was mixed in my spirit, just like wine and clear water, and if 
something touches You, it touches me, for You are I in every state.”® In 
another poem transmitted by Ruzbihan, Hallaj put it thus: “Praise be to 
Him whose humanity manifested the secret of the splendor of His ra- 
diant divinity, and who then appeared openly to His people, in the form 
of one who eats and drinks!”65 These verses have been criticized, not on- 
ly by the Hanbali jurist Ibn Taymiyah but also by Hallaj’s friend Ibn al- 
Khafif, because they seemed to imply a semi-Christian doctrine of incar- 
natin (Audu/).65 Ruzbihan explains, however, that Ibn Khafif either did 
not realize that these verses were by Hallaj (whom he revered as “a divine 
master”), or he was thinking of the effect of this verse on the externalists, 
whose inner conviction is weak. The Sufis understand this verse as an 
allusion to the station of clothing with the divine (i/tibas), and they hold 
that this poem describes the primordial man, the eternal /ogos of 
Muhammad, as the manifestation of divine qualities.*’ 

Another controversial shath of Hallaj was a letter by him, produced 
at one of his trials, which began, “From the Compassionate, the Mer- 
ciful, to so-and-so . . .” When he was charged with claiming divinity for 
himself, he replied, “No! But this is essential union (Pers. “ayn-i jam’). 
None understands this but the Sufis.”¢* In this case Hallaj used the term 
“essential union” to identify the spiritual state that was the source of this 
letter. In another poem, Hallaj said, 


Is it You or I? That would be two gods in me; 


far, far be it from You to assert duality! 
The “He-ness” that is Yours is in my nothingness 
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forever; 
my “all” added to Your “All” would be a 
double disguise. 
But where is Your Essence, from my vantage point 
when I see You, 
since my essence has become plain in the 
place where I am not? 
And where is Your face? It is the object of 
my gaze, 
whether in my inmost heart or in the glance 
of my eye. 
Between You and me there is an “I am” that 
battles me, 
so take away, by Your grace, this “I am” 
from in between.°®° 


Here Hallaj expressed the passionate desire to be ravished out of his 
selfhood, and made empty, to become a fit dwelling for the pure spirit 
that will speak through him. 

Other Sufis have further touched upon the subject of selfhood, 
although rarely with the piquancy of the sayings of Bayazid and Hallaj. 
Junayd said, 


I was in three states. I was in one state in which, if everything in heaven and 
earth wept for me on account of my bewilderment, it would be no wonder. 
1 was in another state in which, if I wept for everything in heaven and earth 
on account of their hiddenness from God and their striving with Him, it 
would be no wonder. I was in another state in which I saw nothing but the 
quality of eternity and might and will and dominion and decree. I con- 
templated primordiality and finality. Then I became hidden from the all, 
and annihilated from the all, and I became subsistent in the all.’° 


Junayd has summarized his experience in another saying, “When the 
devotee is annihilated in terms of his own attributes, he finds perfect sub- 
sistence.”’! Junayd was reluctant to speak openly of deification, but his 
formulation of “annihilation (fana’)” and “subsistence (baga’)” points in 
this direction. 


2. TRANSCENDENCE OF THE CREATED—‘“UNIFICATION IS 
THE ISOLATION OF THE ETERNAL FROM THE TEMPORAL” 


Probably the most typical feature of Islamic mysticism is the asser- 
tion of the divine unity. The term ftawhid, “making one,” “unification,” 
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or “affirming the oneness (of God),” is the central concept of Islamic 
theology as well. In Sufism, tawhid denotes equally the affirmation in 
speech of God’s unity, and the existential realization of that unity. The 
classic formulation of tawhid is Junayd’s: “Unification is the isolation of 
the eternal from the temporal.”’? This is a way of negation. Perfect unity 
in isolation can be expressed only by rejecting all concepts tied to the 
world of multiplicity. Its existential implication, for the way to approach 
the divine unity, is a radical purification from all worldliness. Junayd’s for- 
mulation of tawhid is the way of transcendence, and it expresses the 
underlying basis of many shathiyat that emerge from the longing for 
union. Junayd’s contemporary Abu Muhammad al-Ruwaym (d. 
303/915) gave a definition of tawhid that subtly presents the dialectic of 
annihilation and subsistence: “Tawhid is the effacement of the 
characteristics of humanity and the stripping bare of divinity.”’3 Accor- 
ding to Sarraj, the first part of this statement, “effacement of the 
characteristics of humanity,” means “the transformation of the character 
of the soul, because it pretends to lordship by regarding its own actions, 
as when the creature says ‘I’; but none says ‘I’ save God, for selfhood 
(aniyah) belongs to God.” The second part of the definition, “the strip- 
ping bare of divinity,” Sarraj glosses as “the isolation of the eternal apart 
from temporalities,” which is Junayd’s definition.”* Transcendent unity 
existentially merges with divine selfhood, though we may keep them con- 
ceptually distinct. 

Transcendence of the created is an unceasing movement of the soul, 
going beyond every aspect of creation. When Hallaj was asked to define 
Sufism, he said, “When you become obliterated, you arrive at a place in 
which nothing is obliterated or confirmed. . . It is the divine erasings 
and effacements. . . . It is inexpressible.”’5 In a more theological vein, 
Hallaj said, “Insofar as the Names of God are comprehended, they are 
(mere) names. But insofar as they are True (or: insofar as they are God, 
haqq), they are reality.”’® Here he is stressing that the divine reality is 
beyond the created form of the Names as we understand them. One must 
go beyond the names of all created things. When Bayazid was asked, 
“What is the Greatest Name?” he replied, “Make your heart free from 
everything that is less than God. Then utter whatever name you want, 
and in a moment you will fly from the east to the west. . .”?’ 

Other sayings concern the transcendence of space and time. Abu 
Bakr al-Shibli (d. 334/945) said, “O people! I go to a place beyond which 
there is no beyond. I go to the south and the north, to a place beyond 
which there is no beyond. Everything that I saw after that I could see in 
one hair of my little finger.”’* In a satirical mood Abu al-Hasan al-Husri 
(d. 371/981) once asked, “Where are the lovers who claim, ‘We are the 
lovers of God’ whose name is mighty? Tell me, when did you see Him? 
And in what place did you see Him? And in what assembly did you see 
Him, that you might become friendly with Him?”’? Regarding the 
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transcendence of time, Shibli also said, “Pass beyond a thousand years of 
the past and a thousand years of the future. Behold them! It is the 
present —and do not be deceived by phantasms!”#° 

Other sayings suggest the transcendence of the human nature in- 
herited from Adam. Husri said, “Come with me and pass beyond me and 
my affliction; you are not of the children of Adam, whom He created 
with His hand, and in whom He breathed His spirit, and before whom 
He brought the angels to bow down. He commanded him one thing, and 
he disobeyed that command. When the first of the bottle is dregs, what 
will the last be like?”*! According to Ruzbihan, Husri was urging his 
disciples to overcome their human nature by reaching the primordial 
state of perfection prior to their creation. For Junayd, too, the doctrine 
of tawhid implied a return to the pre-creational state. *®? 

In the religious sphere, shathiyat point to a rejection of absorption 
in the outward forms of ritual. Abu al-Hasan al-Muzayyin (d. 328/939) 
said, “God has occupied with His service and obedience all those who 
turn away from the contemplation of God.”*3 This does not imply that 
one should abandon the customary religious practices, but that one 
should pray as if one sees God directly; mechanical prayer is inferior to 
contemplation. In one of Bayazid’s surprising anecdotes, he said, “I per- 
formed seven circumambulations around the Ka‘ bah. Then I said, ‘God! 
You removed every veil that was between You and me.’ Then a voice 
came from above the Kabah, saying, ‘Bayazid! There is no veil between 
lovers.’”®4 Bayazid had feared that the ritual would become a veil be- 
tween him and God, but God assured him that this was not the case. In 
another version, we read, “I was circumambulating the House (the 
Ka bah) seeking Him; but when I was united with Him, I saw the House 
circumambulating me.”®5 Again, Husri pointed out the limited nature of 
religious rites in themselves, in his saying, “We want to be in prayer 
without prayer, in fasting without fasting. Obedience is a custom that 
reality obliterates.”§* These sayings point in the direction of the Halla- 
jian doctrine of “the eclipse of intermediaries (isgat al-wasa’it),” accor- 
ding to which ritual practices are of secondary importance to those who 
have attained the goal of those practices. This relativism was suspicious 
in the eyes of jurists, who saw in it a threat to the religious tradition. 
From the viewpoint of shath, however, all such actions have a created 
character, which must be transcended along with everything else. Husri’s 
saying does not imply abandonment of prayer and fasting, but a search 
for the reality toward which ritual is directed. 

The Sufis were quite definite about pointing out the relativity of the 
various stages of the inner spiritual path, which must be clearly separated 
from the ultimate goal of that path. One of the most famous examples of 
this is Bayazid’s account of a visionary experience that in the end he re- 
jected utterly. 
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I entered into His oneness and became a bird, whose body was of unity and 
whose wings were of everlastingness. Then I kept flying in the atmosphere 
of quality for ten years, so that I was in an atmosphere like that a hundred 
million times. I kept on flying until I entered the plain of primordial eternity, 
and in it I saw the tree of unity. Then (says Sarraj) he described its earth 
and its root and its branches and its limbs and its fruits, and then he said: 
Then I looked, and I knew that all this was a cheat.*? 


Junayd’s comment on this abridged version is that it does not reveal the 
highest sort of experience, and while it is on the true path to the reality of 
the knowledge of unity, all is not what it seems. The visions of bodies, 
trees, and so forth, mean that in this case Bayazid was looking on things 
other than God.*§ Ruzbihan, on the other hand, regards this account as 
indicative of a process of spiritual realization, culminating in an ex- 
perience of absolute annihilation. In Ruzbihan’s version, Bayazid ate of 
the fruit of this heavenly tree, which Ruzbihan at one point equates with 
the burning bush of Mt. Sinai. This fruit conferred on Bayazid the sub- 
sistence that follows annihilation, and clothed him with the garment of 
the true knowledge that confounded him in unknowing. Ruzbihan placed 
considerable importance on this shath, even quoting it in his commentary 
on the heavenly tree in Qur. 14.24-5. In his explanation of Bayazid’s vi- 
sion, Ruzbihan includes a sort of personal re-enactment of it, in the first 
person. This is another example of Ruzbihan’s technique of attempting 
to regain the original experience behind each ecstatic saying.*® According 
to both Junayd and Ruzbihan, Bayazid’s narrative should be interpreted 
as the realization of the relativity of certain astonishing visionary ex- 
periences. 

Some Sufis showed a disdain for any seemingly special experiences. 
Bundar ibn Husayn (d. 353/964) said, “Although each of you may want a 
lofty abode, I want the station of worship (‘ubudiyat) to be active in 
me.”9° He pursues devotion rather than spiritual states. There are also 
numerous sayings that criticize the individual states (ahwa/) of the path, 
since these are not goals in themselves, but merely way-stations. Husri, 
alluding to the state of fear (khaw/f), said, “Fear of God is a defect.”*' In 
the same way Wasiti said, “There are four stations that are not conducive 
to knowledge: asceticism (zuhd), reliance on God (tawakkul), satisfac- 
tion (rida’), and submission (fas/im).”92 Yusuf ibn Husayn al-Razi (d. 
303/916) has vividly expressed a similar notion: “If honesty and sincerity 
were two slaves, I would sell them, and if fear and hope knocked on the 
door of my soul, I would not open the door for them.”93 The point is that 
all states and stages on the path are relative, and necessarily pertain to 
the realm of the created; the goal of the true seeker must always be to 
transcend these stages. 
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The speakers of shathiyat not only critize the traditional stages of 
the Sufi path, but also make disparaging statements about the special 
practices that had become current in Sufi circles at this time. In reference 
to the practice of listening to music (sama’) for the purpose of inducing 
ecstasy, Abu Bakr al-Kattani (d. 322/934) said, “For those acquainted 
with reality, audition (sama’) is through revelation and vision.”9* In 
other words, engaging in a performance of samma* is only involvement 
with the created unless sublimated by mystical experience, Sahl al- 
Tustari (d. 238/896) made a similar remark about the practice of 
recollection of God (dhikr) through invocation of the divine Names: 
“Recollection by the tongue is nonsense, and recollection by the heart is 
prompting of the devil (waswasah).”°5 Here again, the practice as an act 
in itself is condemned. Ruzbihan observes that this applies to the heedless 
reflection of a creature, whose vocal recollection is a faint temporal im- 
itation of God’s pre-eternal self-recollection (“pre-eternal” translates 
azali, “eternal without beginning”). As for the silent recollection, in the 
case of one who is absent from God, this is similar to mentioning other 
people behind their backs!9® Anticipating many critiques of pseudo- 
Sufism by eminent later Sufis, Abu al-Khayr al-Tinati (d. 343/954) 
remarked, “I looked into hell, and ] saw that most of the inhabitants of 
hell wore patched frocks and carried water-bags.”®’ Those who wear on- 
ly the outward regalia of Sufism are thus condemned as the worst of 
hypocrites. Finally, Shibli in one of his most memorable sayings indicated 
how the very striving for transcendence, to the extent that it is the effort 
of a limited creature, necessarily creates a false duality: “Sufism is 
idolatry, since it is the safeguarding of the heart from seeing any other 
(than God), and there is no other.”?* The quest for the transcendent unity 
is uncompromising, for that unity is inviolable. 


3. KNOWLEDGE AND UNKNOWING 


There are a number of sayings in Ruzbihan’s collection that describe 
with considerable subtlety the nature of knowledge, its limitations, and 
how to overcome them. The fundamental saying on this subject from the 
viewpoint of shath is attributed to the companion of the Prophet, Abu 
Bakr al-Siddiq, in these words: “Inability to attain comprehension is 
(true) comprehension.”®? It is difficult to tell when this saying may first 
have come into circulation. A version of this saying is credited to Sahl al- 
Tustari, who said, “Glory be to Him, of Whose gnosis men have attained 
naught but (the knowledge) that they are incapable of knowing Him.” 
Hallaj referred to this saying in his critical review of all theories of 
knowledge, the Bustan al-Ma rifah (“Garden of Gnosis”).!°° Prior to 
Ruzbihan, the saying has been quoted in one form or another by Hujwiri 
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(d. ca. 465/1072) and ‘Ayn al-Qudat (d. 525/1131).'®! Sufis have con- 
sistently interpreted this saying as a via negativa comparable to the Chris- 
tian version of the negative path, as formulated in the Mystical Theology 
of Dionysius, the De Docta Ignorantia of Cusanus, and the anonymous 
Cloud of Unknowing. It is a mystical interpretation of the Socratic 
paradox, that the wisest man is he who knows that he knows nothing. !° 

The negative path is strange and difficult, and it may be worthwhile 
to review the basic character of this via negativa teaching here before 
proceeding further. Dionysius’ Mystical Theology begins with a descrip- 
tion of the divine dark into which Moses had to enter in order to meet 
God. In this interpretation of the Sinai theophany, all human knowledge 
consists of inadequate symbolizations of the incomprehensible God. As 
the purified Moses approaches the place where God dwells, the divine 
presence 


plunges the mystic into the Darkness of Unknowing, whence all perfection 
of understanding is excluded, and he is enwrapped in that which is 
altogether intangible and noumenal, being wholly absorbed in Him who is 
beyond all, and in none else (whether himself or another); and through the 
inactivity of all his reasoning powers is united by his highest faculty to Him 
who is wholly unknowable; thus by knowing nothing he knows That which 
is beyond his knowledge. '® 


All human knowledge, in comparison with that of God, is seen as ig- 
norance. It is only by unknowing, the systematic transcendence of all 
limited knowledge, that one can approach the unknowable divine being. 
The divine dark, a blindness caused by excess of light, is the paradoxical 
formulation of the contemplation of transcendence. Unknowing became 
a central concept in Christian mysticism after Dionysius, and it also 
formed a part of the Sufi outlook, not because of any direct historical in- 
fluence, but because it is the answer to a riddle posed in both traditions. 

It is instructive to examine Ruzbihan’s commentary on this saying: 


The depth of the inaccessibility of the eternal exists from the point of view 
of the comprehension of the temporal, and the impotence ( ajz) of the tem- 
poral, in relation to the eternal. Otherwise, how would the essence of 
knowledge come about from impotence in knowledge? . . . But the realiza- 
tion of this particular shath lies in the fact that he (Abu Bakr) makes im- 
potence in knowledge the cause of knowledge. Indeed, when the seeker of 
the goal becomes annihilated in his seeking through the quality of im- 
potence, he becomes one who comprehends himself. Then subsistence 
(baqa’) brings him into the Essence (‘ayz), so that subsistence may be sub- 
sistent. He sees himself, and gives of himself to Him. When the knower 
takes on the qualities of the Known, he recognizes the Known by the 
Known. One would say that he has attained reality, so much happiness 
does he see through knowledge and travelling in subsistence. Otherwise it 
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would be a delusion (7nakr) that the temporal has reached the eternal, for the 


temporal with the eternal is impossible. Do you not see how when the 
cavaliers of “I cannot count Thy praise” came on the foot (gadarn) of eter- 
nity (gidam), they said, “Know thyself!”!%§ 


The subtleties of this passage are striking, and the fluidity of Ruzbihan’s 
style is at once the delight and the despair of the translator. A few points, 
however, seem to emerge. First of all, Ruzbihan states that there is a vast 
chasm separating the temporal from the eternal, which is demonstrated 
by the fact that the created and time-bound knower can discern no end 
to the depth of eternity. The existence of a duality is also evident in the 
difference between real knowledge and the present lack of that 
knowledge. If this gap did not exist, no one would experience the move- 
ment from ignorance to knowledge. Yet real knowledge does occur, on 
every level from the sensible to the mystical. The secret of mystical 
knowledge is that it can only be attained when one in the condition of 
creaturely ignorance realizes fully the nothingness of his condition. This 
somehow clears the stage for the manifestation of the real. The 
manifestation of reality makes it appear that a creature has attained to 
knowledge of the divine, though this is, literally speaking, impossible. 
The creature has been annihilated, and the reality has remained; the 
knower has received the qualities of the Known, in a way that transforms 
the very nature of knowledge. After this remarkable exhibition of the 
dynamics of annihilation and subsistence, Ruzbihan seals his account 
with a characteristically poetic outburst, culminating in the famous 
hadith of the prophet, “I cannot count the praise that is Yours; You are 
just as you praised Yourself!”!°5 The Prophet’s confession of unknowing 
illustrates the state of one who has emptied himself completely before 
God, in order to behold the infinite. And Ruzbihan explicitly assimilates 
the prophetic confession to the Socratic “know thyself.” 

When unknowing becomes the prerequisite for the attainment of 
real knowledge, it follows that any limited form of worldly knowledge 
must be rejected. Perception is dualistic by its very nature, and the self- 
consciousness of the ego is wily enough to pervert any seemingly 
straightforward recognition, unless one is sufficiently purified. Wasiti 
said, “Thoughts about one’s intention are a denial of the beloved; how 
can one have regard for his own intention, when he has attained the in- 
tended spiritual realities?”!°® Commenting on the dualistic nature of 
perception and thought, Shibli also said, “Gazing is infidelity, thought is 
idolatry, and allusion is delusion.”!°? Ja‘far al-Hadhdha’ (d. 309/922) 
remarked, on the subject of contemplation, “If you look ( ayan kuni), 
you are a heretic. If you become a witness, you become astonished, but it 
is astonishment within astonishment, and desert upon desert.”!°* Here he 
is distinguishing between the theory that God may be seen with outward 
vision (mu ayanah), which is equivalent to heresy, and the experience of 
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witnessing God (mushahadah) in the heart. The inner witnessing of God 
brings one to the realization of one’s own nothingness. This realization 
finds expression in the characteristic image of the desert, symbolic of the 
emptiness of unknowing. 

Unknowing is a strange subject that leads to strange explanations. 
Wasiti boasted, “I sought God in clarity, but found Him in obscurity.”!°° 
Abu Yahya al-Shirazi described the relation of knowledge to wonder- 
ment (hayraft) in these terms: 


Wonderment has a beginning, and an end. Between the two wonderments 
knowledge is revealed. When men reach learning and tradition and authority, 
however, they do not pass into reality, because of their understanding and 
the proofs of their sciences. Beyond that (knowledge), wonderment within 
wonderment becomes manifest, and one never comes out of that wonder- 
ment.!!° 


This saying alludes to the deadlock of positive knowledge that leads to a 
recognition of ignorance, and the subsequent Opening up to greater 
realities that is described as intensified astonishment. The connection of 
unknowing with annihilation becomes apparent in Husri’s saying, “The 
‘learning (i/m) with which we are concerned requires the denial of 
everything that is learned and habitual, and the effacement (mahw) of 
everything that is caused. Everything that becomes manifest becomes ef- 
faced.”!!! Hallaj had earlier summed up this polarity in a minimal for- 
mulation: “Knowledge is concealed within unknowing, and unknowing is 
concealed within knowledge.”'!2 In his treatise Mashrab al-Arwah (“The 
Spirits’ Font”), which is devoted to a description of one thousand and 
one spiritual states, Ruzbihan has given another definition of unknow- 
ing: “Unknowing is the obliteration of the eye of the inner consciousness 
from the comprehension of the reality of the Essence and the 
Attributes.”!'3 It is, in effect, an overloading of the normal avenues of 
perception, and it so stuns the normal dualistic apprehension that an 
unmediated contact with the divine Attributes may take place. 

The meaning of unknowing can be seen further in a striking passage 
from the Tawasin of Hallaj (VII.3), in which Iblis (Satan) speaks of the 
four “No’s” that he uttered before God: “Thus, No, and No, and No, and 
No! And I remained in the first No, then I was cursed in the second No. I 
was cast into the third No, but what have I to do with the fourth?” Ac- 
cording to Ruzbihan, these four negations represent denial (nafy), 
repudiation of God (juhud), prohibition (nahy), and unknowing 
(nakirah). tblis went through the first three negations, but his refusal to 
bow down before Adam resulted in his being cursed by God: “I did not 
enter the No of unknowing, because ‘knowledge’ of unification ‘is con- 
cealed within unknowing.’ I was veiled by these No’s from the gnosis ( ir- 
fan) of unknowing and the unknowing of gnosis.”'!* Iblis was thus 
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prevented from seeing the deification (unification) of Adam, because, 
secure in the pride of his own knowledge, he had refused to submit to 
unknowing. Here Hallaj has been playing with the grammatical meaning 
of ma rifah and nakirah as signifying not only knowledge (gnosis) and 
ignorance (unknowing), but also the definite noun and the indefinite 
noun in Arabic grammar.''5 The definite noun, of which one has 
knowledge (a rifah), is preceded by the definite article a/-, the Arabic 
letters alif and lam, thus conferring ordinary existance on the noun. To 
deny the existence of something, one uses the word “no” (just the reverse, 
la or fam-alif) as a generic negation, followed by the noun in the indefinite 
(nakirah). If the excessively literal Iblis had grasped the full meaning of 
negation, he could have followed the path of transcendence to its ultimate 
conclusion: “The beginning (of the path) is symbolizations (of the divine 
Attributes, mutashabihat), and there are clearly beheld visions in the 
symbolizations. The end (of the path) is unknowings, because of the holy 
manifestation of the Attributes (which cannot be comprehended directly 
except by unknowing).”!'6 


4. MADNESS, AUDACITY, AND BOASTING 


So far the discussion of shathiyat has dwelt on extremely subtle and 
abstract subjects—identity, transcendence, unknowing—but there is 
another side to the phenomenon of shath. There are many examples of 
Shath expressed, not through speech, but through action, and in addi- 
tion, there are sayings that are rude, violent, and shocking, hardly the 
sort of thing one expects of respectable mystics. 

There is one class of such audacious acts that falls under the heading 
of apparent madness or loss of consciousness of one’s surroundings. For 
instance, Abu al-Husayn al-Nuri on one occasion received a large in- 
heritance. He proceeded to throw the money into the Tigris, crying, “My 
friend, you thought to deceive me with this much!”!'!7 Critics blamed 
Nuri for his insane wastefulness, but Ruzbihan praised him for his self- 
possession in eliminating a veil between him and God; Nuri had 
deliberately counted out the coins one by one before throwing them 
away. It is likely that Nuri was addressing God as the friend who had at- 
tempted to deceive him thus, for God lays many a ruse (makxr) for the un- 
suspecting. Another example, more understandable as a case of being 
overwhelmed by ecstasy, is that of Hisham ibn ‘Abdan al-Shirazi, who 
refrained from food, drink, and prayer for a year; ecstasy is considered 
an excuse for not performing obligatory prayers, by analogy with 
madness.'!® The story of Abu Sahl al-Baydawi gives a rather different 
twist to the problem of ecstasy. His disciple in attendance was a farmer, 
and since it was time for him to water the crops, he was in a quandary 
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whether to desert his entranced master or let his crop fail. The master op- 
portunely emerged from ecstasy and told the disciple to go attend to his 
fields.'!9 Another interesting story concerning actions during ecstasy is 
the tale of Abu Bakr al-Tamistani. Once while wandering he fell in with a 
band of drunken thieves, who were having a music party. Because of the 
intensity of his delight in the music, which increased his ecstasy, the 
thieves derived such benefit that they all repented from their evil way of 
life.!20 Shaykh Ibrahim al-A‘raj, imam of the great mosque of Shiraz, 
one day during prayer had a conceited thought about the fact that he was 
the imam. In contrition, he began at once to walk on his hands in front of 
the first line of worshippers, much to their amusement, and he never 
acted as imam again.'2! These incidents are all the sort of thing that a 
madman might have done. Like the madman, the ecstatic who is un- 
conscious of the world is not responsible for his actions. People who 
acted in this way were considered to be holy fools, and they could say the 
most outrageous things, even insult God, without being punished. !?? 

Another class of audacious actions is that inspired by an overwhelm- 
ing sense of the divine presence in nature. Some of the mystics who had 
this experience expressed it by addressing God in whatever form they saw 
or heard Him. Theologians considered the resulting utterances to be 
evidence of belief in the incarnation of God in bodies. Here are a few ex- 
amples: “They called Abu al-Gharib (al-Isfahani) an incarnationist 
(hululi), because when clear water was trickling over a lawn, he laughed 
sweetly with the lip of love, from the ebullition of love; he alluded to 
‘essential union (Pers. ‘ayn-i jam ).’”!?3 Wasiti explained this by produc- 
ing another shath, saying, “Sometimes existence laughs with the mouth 
of power, with the mouths of the Lord.” Other instances of hearing the 
voice of God in nature are mentioned in the cases of Abu Hamzah al- 
Isfahani, who responded with “Here am I, Lord (/abbayk)!” to the 
bleating of al-Muhasibi’s sacrificial goat, and Nuri, who made the same 
reply to the barking of a dog.'?4 According to Ruzbihan, these sayings 
derive from the state of essential union, and are really on the highest level 
of shath. 

The surprising quality of these actions of shath is matched by the 
audacious and aggressive nature of some of the sayings. A perfect exam- 
ple of this is the encounter between Hallaj and ‘Ali ibn Sahi in Isfahan. 
“Ali was sitting with a circle of his followers, when Hallaj approached 
and sat down in front of him, saying, “You, shopkeeper! You speak of 
gnosis, while I am alive? Between sobriety and ravishment (istilarn) there 
are seven hundred steps that you do not know or even scent.” * Ali replied 
to him, “You should not be in a town where Muslims live.” Although 
Hallaj did not understand these words, since ‘Ali spoke in Persian, the 
message must have been clear. Having been advised that his life was in 
danger, Hallaj left town that night.'!25 Ruzbthan sees in this a reflection 
of the divine jealousy, for a Aadith has it that “if the hidden saints (abdal) 
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became aware of one another, some would hold the others’ blood as 
licit.” The misunderstandings of Moses and Khidr (Qur. 18.60-82) are 
also examples of holy persons not seeing eye to eye. Further, the two men 
exemplify the two widely separated states to which Hallaj alluded, 
sobriety ( Ali) and intoxication (Hallaj).!26 Another such encounter took 
place in Shibli’s assembly, when a man fainted in apparent ecstasy. Shibli 
commanded that the man be thrown into the Tigris, saying, “If he is 
sincere, he will escape, like Moses, and if he is a liar he will drown, like 
Pharaoh.”!'27 The man evidently survived his ordeal; Shibli found him 
the next day working in his smithy, and when he passed Shibli a piece of 
red-hot iron with his bare hand, Shibli calmly took it and tucked it into 
his sleeve. Ruzbihan concludes, “This action is from the jealousy of 
gnosis, and jealousy is an attribute of God....This wrangling 
(munagarah) of the prophets and saints is exemplary (sunnah).”'28 
Sometimes this rivalry extended retrospectively, and included deceased 
saints. Wasiti said, “They all died in delusion, up to Bayazid, and he also 
died in delusion.”!29 Likewise Shibli said, “If Abu Yazid were here, he 
could become Muslim with the aid of our children.”!3° These are all ex- 
amples of divine jealousy, which makes the lover give himself wholly to 
the Beloved, without admitting any thought of others. 

In some cases, the audacity of shath even turns against the role of 
the Prophet. Bayazid heard someone saying, “All creatures will be under 
the banner of Muhammad!” He replied, “My banner is greater than the 
banner of Muhammad!”!3! Ruzbihan explains this as Bayazid’s being 
filled with the light of divine manifestation after abandoning the two 
worlds; he speaks with the presumptuousness of the servant of a great 
king, who identifies himself with his master. Once Hallaj was accused of 
pretending to prophethood. He said, “Shame on you! You make so little 
of my worth!”!32 The implication of this remark is that it would be 
beneath his dignity for Hallaj merely to claim to be a prophet; it is he, 
after all, who said, “I am the Truth.” The audacity of this saying goes so 
far beyond the bounds of propriety that even Ruzbihan handles it gingerly, 
reminding the reader of Hallaj’s praises of Muhammad in the 7awasin, 
and mentioning Hallaj’s discussion with the Christians of Jerusalem, in 
which he declared himself a humble follower of Muhammad. Some cases 
of audacity verge on the grotesque, as in Shibli’s saying, “God has some 
servants who could extinguish the fires of hell by spitting into hell.”!33 

The audacity of shath is also, of course, directed against God. Abu 
al-Hasan al-Kharaqani represented himself as having wrestled with God, 
in a story reminiscent of Jacob’s: “One morning I went out, and God 
came before me. He wrestled with me and I wrestled with Him. I con- 
tinued wrestling with Him until He threw me down.”!34 Bayazid even 
treated the divine word with contumely. Once when he heard the call to 
prayer, “God is great,” he said, “I am greater than He!”'?* In the same 
way, when he heard the verse, “Surely thy Lord’s assault is terrible” (Qur. 
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85.12, trans. Arberry), Bayazid replied, “By His life! My assault is more 
terrible than His!”!36 Hellmut Ritter has discerned in these sayings of 
Bayazid the experience that Ruzbihan calls i/tibas, being clothed with 
divinity: “He is then clothed with the qualities of God, and he sometimes 
feels this clothing with the qualities of God more vividly than the 
qualities of the transcendent God, who is spoken of in the Koran and in 
the call to prayer.”'37 Sometimes the more daring shathiyat of this type 
have been too much for later Sufis to accept. Bayazid’s statement, “I set 
up my tent over against the cupola (over the throne of God),” was con- 
sidered by al-Harawi as infidelity according to the shari ah and distance 
from God according to the hagigah.'38 

These audacious and aggressive sayings are not without precedent in 
Islamic literature. We can find the rhetorical basis for this audacity in the 
ancient boasting-contest (mufakharah) of the pre-Islamic Arabs. In these 
contests, poets would lavishly praise the honor of their own tribes and 
heap abuse on their opponents, in a ritual performance that had a 
distinctly religious (or socio-religious) character. According to Bichr 
Farés, in this kind of sacred feud, “the individual forces are stimulated to 
the extent of bringing about a complete transfiguration of the 
individual.”'39 The similarity between this pagan vaunting-match and the 
wrangling (munagarah) of the saints is too obvious to be denied. In fact, 
the moderate Sufi author Abu al-Najib al-Suhrawardi (d. 563/1168) cor- 
roborates this in his widely used manual of conduct for Sufi novices, 
Adab al-Muridin. In the lengthy section on the dispensations (rukhas) or 
permissible deviations from the rules, Suhrawardi says the following: 


Among the (dispensations) are boasting and publicizing one’s claim (to 
spiritual states). In this matter, their standard is that one should intend to 
publicize the bounties of God, who is exalted above it. “Indeed speak of the 
bounty of your Lord” (Qur. 93.11). That is (permissible) in the raptures of 
a spiritual state or in a boasting-contest (mufakharah) with an adversary. '4° 


Suhrawardi goes on to quote magnificent boasts made by the Prophet in 
a state of expansion, and he recalls an incident in which the poet Hassan 
ibn Thabit, on behalf of Muhammad, triumphed over the Banu Darim 
tribe in a boasting-match. It is precisely the same sort of phenomenon 
that we see in the shathiyat contests of the saints, when one outrageous 
statement is outdone by the next. 

If we can believe the biography of Ruzbihan, the sober Suhrawardi 
got a strong dose of this type of behavior when the two men met in 
Medina. They got into a debate on the subject of the relative merits of 
the sober wayfarer and the enraptured saint as models for imitation. The 
argument grew heated, as Suhrawardi challenged the younger man’s sanity 
(Suhrawardi was thirty-two years older), and Ruzbihan was overcome by 
a spiritual state. He said, “May God hide my state from you! I am stan- 


SUL got cat pey deme Fae 


40 ECSTATIC EXPRESSIONS IN SUFISM 


ding on the mountain-top, and you are sitting on the flat ground!” 
He then marched off alone into the desert. Three nights later, Suhrawardi 
had a dream in which the angel Gabriel made clear to him that Ruzbihan’s 
Status was far beyond that of all the saints of the age. On Ruzbihan’s 
return, Suhrawardi found him listening to music. Before Suhrawardi 
could say a word, Ruzbihan told him, “Unless they show you Ruzbihan’s 
State from heaven, they will not make you acknowledge us a second 
time.” Ruzbihan then caught him up in the dancing and the weeping, 
presumably this time to reveal this state to him directly and not through a 
dream.'*! While this story is partly a hagiographic glorification of Ruz- 
bihan by his descendants, it gives an authentic picture not only of the at- 
titudes of the two Sufis, but also of the form that this boasting frequently 
took. 

Was this an authentic form of spiritual behaviour? Ibn ‘Arabi 
thought it was a self-indulgence. He said, “Ecstatic expressions indicate 
one’s degree relative to God by following the path of pride (fakhr). That 
is done by likenesses and images. God forbid that His people get mixed 
up with likenesses or start boasting! For this reason shath is a frivolity of 
the carnal soul . . .”'4? Yet in Ruzbihan’s mind, wrangling (*nunaqarah) 
was a prophetic norm to be followed as part of the imitation of the Pro- 
phet’s example. It was not a personal expression, but a formal and stylized 
ritual, in which divine inspiration revealed itself by boasting. Doubtless 
this sort of ritual activity could be abused, but in theory Ruzbi- 
han’s view is defensible. Beyond this, the explanations presented here 
have also stressed the influence of the divine Attribute of jealousy and 
the overwhelming effect of being clothed with divine selfhood. In a sug- 
gestive remark, Hallaj pointed out how love creates intimacy with God in 
the innermost layer of the heart. “Love (mahabbat) is from the seed (hab- 
bat) of the heart. The seed of the heart is its pith (/ubd), the pith is the 
locus of the subtlety (/atifah), the subtlety is the place of God, and the 
place of God is dalliance (tamaliug) with Him.”'*? It is also, one suspects, 
the freedom of this intimate relationship with God that confers on the 
lover the liberty to speak as he wills. 


5. TESTIMONY 


Beyond these interesting forms of expressing shath—apparent 
madness, audacity, and boasting —the most powerful shath is expressed 
in the form of testimony to the continuing activity of God. There are 
several texts from Hallaj and Bayazid that emphasize the theme of 
testimony and that show once again the importance of selfhood and 


soll poh cat pey deme Fe 


TOPICS AND FORMS OF EXPRESSION 41 


transcendence in shath. During the final trial of Hallaj, the following in- 
terrogation took place: 


When they wanted to put Husayn ibn Mansur to death, the jurists and the 
learned men were summoned for that purpose, and they brought him out 
(of prison) and introduced him into the presence of the sultan (i.e., the 
wazir Hamid). They then questioned him, and proposed a problem (which 
he should solve); he said, “Proceed.” So they said to him, “What is the proof 
(of the existence of God)?” He said, “The proof is the graces (shawahid) 
with which God clothes the sincere ones, by which He draws souls toward 
Him, leading (them) to acceptance (of Him).” And they replied unanimously, 
“This is the language of the heretics (a@h/ al-zandaqah)!” And they indicated 
to the sultan that he be put to death.'44 


In the view of Massignon, this passage represents Hallaj’s doctrine of 
mystical grace, by which God reveals His existence in the hearts of men. 
Massignon has pointed out that shahid (plural shawahid, shuhud) can 
mean a legally qualified witness, a grammatical proof-text, or “a living 
being full of grace (generally a human being), who proves God by the 
style of his speech or . . . by the qualities of his countenance.”!45 Taken 
in the latter sense, the shawahid that prove God are gifts of grace ex- 
perienced by the saints, who testify to mankind; through these graces, 
souls are drawn to God. Ruzbihan glosses shaweahid as ayat, “signs” or 
“miracles,” alluding to the verse, “clear signs (ayat) in the breasts of those 
to whom knowledge was given” (Qur. 29.49).'*6 The condemnation of 
this “theory of the witness” as heresy is understandable, given the severe 
anti-anthropomorphism of the dominant doctrine of that time (see part 
III). 

Another important text, “the crucial, essential piece of the Hallajian 
dossier,” is the last recorded prayer of Hallaj.'47 This particular passage 
is so rich and so striking that a full commentary would carry us too far 
afield. What does one make, for example, of Hallaj performing the even- 
ing prayer on the eve of his execution, and then whispering “a ruse, a ruse 
(makr, makr),” far into the night? What of the silence that followed, and 
then the cry, “Truth, truth (haqgq, haqq)’? Here, at any rate, are a few 
lines of the prayer that followed: 


We are your witnesses (shawahid) . . . . It is You who manifest as You 
wish the likeness of Your manifestation in Your decree, as “the most 
beautiful form” (i.e., Adam), the form in which is the Spirit speaking by 
science and explanation, power and proof. You have intimated Your 
essence, of which the quality is “He is,” to Your witness (shahid, i.e., 
Hallaj), whose quality is “I am.” What of You, then, when You have likened 
Yourself in my essence, at the end of my transformations, and You have 


Ball got cat pey Fame Fale 


42 ECSTATIC EXPRESSIONS IN SUFISM 


called my essence “My Essence.” You have shown the realities of my 
sciences and my miracles, by rising in My ascents to the celestial canopies 
of My eternities, in the speaking (of shathiyat) by My creatures . . .'48 


This powerful utterance is closely related to the previously mentioned 
themes. Immediately there is the tension between “He” and “I,” the ten- 
sion of selfhood. Then comes the doctrine of the apotheosis of humanity, 
“he is He.” This leads at last to a consummation of the theory of the 
witness, as the divinized man experiences the proofs of divinity as divine 
acts in his soul, acts whose overwhelming Agency completely annihilates 
the limited role of the separate observer. The transformation is 
developed with great subtlety. The activities ordinarily considered merely 
human—“science and explanation, power and proof’—are modes by 
which the Spirit speaks. Yet when God calls the human essence His, then, 
as the progression from the human “my” to the divine “My” attempts to 
show, the human speaks with the authority of God. 

This “theory of the witness” was extremely suspicious in the eyes of 
many, so much so that all the received texts of Akhbar al-Hallaj have 
been altered to remove the offending phrases. It is only by indirect tradi- 
tion that the authentic version survives. It is probably for this reason that 
the first two sentences quoted, about the “witnesses,” are not found in 
our text of Ruzbihan’s version. A glance at his version of the text and his 
commentary, however, reveals an amazing instance of the principle of 
shath in Ruzbihan’s experience. Where the Arabic of his own Mantig al- 
Asrar retains the first person of the original in the account of the prayer 
(“my transformations,” “my essence”), somehow in beginning the ac- 
count in his Persian translation (which differs in other ways as well), Ruz- 
bihan has slipped it into the second person: 


How do you see Us? If they make an example of you at the end of your 
punishments, they will call you “Your essence” in your essence. Then J will 
show the realities of my sciences and miracles. I will rise in My ascensions 
to the heights of My eternities with speech from the creatures who make Me 
present,”!49 


Since he lacked the opening of the prayer, which contains the sentences 
on the witness, Ruzbihan’s reading of the text, his translation and com- 
mentary, obviously must develop in a slightly different direction. The 
amazing thing is that in making his translation he has been so imbued 
with the spirit of shath that he has, as it were, entered into the text, ad- 
dressing Hallaj with foreboding of his fate, and speaking, apparently, 
with the voice of God, In the same way, when amplifying on the end of 
the prayer, where the original has, “I will be killed, I will be hung on the 
gibbet,” Ruzbihan comments, “I will kill you with signs, I will burn you 
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with powers, I will pour your dust in the Tigris.”!5° This transposition of 
I and Thou indicates the form in which the transforming power of shath 
manifests itself. 

Finally, let us turn to a text, the longest single fragment from 
Bayazid, that brings the process of witnessing to an agonizing level of 
tension, without actually using the word shahid. This remarkable 
passage, of which only the first tenth is preserved by Ruzbihan, seems 
not to have attracted much attention from scholars; Massignon seems 
not to have noticed that the phrase ana al-haqq, “I am the Truth,” is here 
part of God’s dialogue with Bayazid, decades before Hallaj could have 
said it. Arberry seems to be the first to have recognized the importance of 
this text, which he has translated in full. Ruzbihan’s truncated text, 
besides having a few scribal errors, contains a significant inversion of 
persons, similar to the case of Hallaj’s last prayer.'*! Ruzbihan’s version 
also includes several interpolations, the most interesting of which is the 
concluding phrase, “and I knew that all is He (hamah usf),” possibly the 
earliest occurrence of this phrase, which later became the motto of the 
school of Ibn ‘Arabi. 

The original account is too long to reproduce here, but a brief sum- 
mary will be helpful. This is an encounter between Bayazid and God, 
described in terms of visions, conversations, and actions. Bayazid looks 
upon God with various supernormal faculties and attributes. God, 
speaking in the absolute first person, endows Bayazid with divine 
selfhood by fiat, and Bayazid begs God not to deceive him or lead him 
astray. Bayazid undergoes several annihilations, first in terms of his sen- 
sory consciousness, then of his human attributes, and finally of his very 
existence. God purifies him, endows him with knowledge, illuminates 
him, crowns and adorns him, calls him by His name, resurrects him, 
destroys him, and manifests His essence in his place. The account gives 
the impression of an ascending spiral of spiritual experiences; each time 
that an overwhelming event takes place, it is surpassed by another even 
greater. The description is not systematic, for it preserves the rough con- 
tours of raw experience. The descriptions of the different stages carry 
conviction and evoke a response in the reader, although the precise 
details of the different phases are not clearly distinguished. It is in- 
teresting to notice that, while Ruzbihan has at his disposal only a small 
part of this text, the inversion of persons brings about in this short com- 
pass a sense of progressive self-annihilation quite similar to that in the 
complete version, although it is not as richly evocative. Thus, in spite of 
the compression and alteration of the text, Ruzbihan correctly observes, 
“Abu Yazid, at the beginning, was himself, but at the end, he spoke from 
God.”'52 The tradition has managed to safeguard the true intention of 
this document, despite textual corruption. 

The following section of the Arabic recension is extremely signifi- 
cant for our understanding of shath: 
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He (God) said: “What you said is true (Aagg), what you heard is true, what 
you saw is true, what you verified is true.” I said, “Yes! You are the Truth 
(anta al-hagq), and the Truth sees by the Truth; You are the Truth, and the 
Truth verifies by the Truth. The Truth hears the Truth by the Truth. You 
are the Hearer and You are the One who makes hear, You are the Truth 
and You are the one who makes true, there is no god but You.” He said, 
“What are you, if not the Truth? You speak by the Truth.” So I said, “No! 
You are the Truth, and Your speech is true, and the Truth is true by You. 
You are You, there is no god but You.” Then He said to me, “Who are 
you?” I said to Him, “Who are You?” He said, “I am the Truth (ana ai- 
haqq).” Then I said, “I am through You.” He said, “If you exist through 
Me, then I am you and you are I.” Then I said, “Don’t beguile me by 
Yourself from Yourself. Yes! You are You, there is no god but You.”'53 


Here Bayazid has ascribed the phrase ana al-haqq to God, during this 
strange conversation that records his own successive annihilations. One 
can see how Bayazid has prepared the way for Hallaj’s utterance of this 
phrase with his own voice. Although God here confirmed to Bayazid the 
authenticity of his experience and speech (“you speak by the Truth”), 
Bayazid did not explicitly announce it as Hallaj did. The conclusion of 
Bayazid’s narrative seems to indicate, however, that Bayazid finally will 
reach a position very similar to that of Hallaj. He said, “Then my at- 
tributes became the Attributes of divine Lordship, and my tongue the 
Tongue of attestation of unity (ftawhid), and my attributes were He; tru- 
ly, ‘he is He (Auwa huwa),’ there is no god but He.”'54 Here, where shath 
is the attestation of unity by the voice of God within man, Hallaj is of the 
same mind: “If one says ‘God is God,’ then God is God, for the same is 
the same; and ‘he is He;’ that is, the attestation of unity is itself the 
Essence (al-tawhid huwa al-dhat).”'*5 Bayazid incipiently described an 
experience structurally identical to the witnessing that Hallaj, with his 
greater theoretical acuity, brought to fuller articulation. 

Although the main structure of shath as testimony seems to be pre- 
sent in both Bayazid and Hallaj, there is an important difference in their 
expression of testimony. Bayazid was less inclined to reach the public; 
like many early Sufis, he associated with a few like-minded companions, 
and sought personal communion with God rather than a wide diffusion 
of ideas. On one occasion, when an enthusiastic follower had been 
repeating Bayazid’s sayings indiscriminately, and some negative reac- 
tions had occurred, Bayazid told him that if he could not control himself, 
he should go to the desert and speak to the camels instead.!5* This 
privacy was not an attempt to escape controversy, but was a policy 
founded on his own vision of the nature of salvation. When asked why 
he did not preach, Bayazid replied, “How could Bayazid release anyone 
whom God has bound? For forty years I turned to the people and called 
them to God, but none followed my call. Then I turned away from them. 
But when I came to the court of God, I saw that they all had come there 


soll got cat pey Teme take 


TOPICS AND FORMS OF EXPRESSION 45 


already.”'5? Bayazid did not want to be an intermediary who might act as 
a veil for others. Once Bayazid was being followed by a large crowd of 
people who sought his company. He said to God, “O Lord! I pray that 
you do not veil the people from Yourself by Yourself, but you are veiling 
them from Yourself by me!” Then, after leading the people in the morn- 
ing prayer, he turned to them and said, “I am I, there is no god but I; 
therefore worship me!” Hearing this, the people said, “Abu Yazid has 
gone mad,” and departed.'5* What Ritter called Bayazid’s longing “to 
eliminate himself from in between” took a much more public form in 
Hallaj.'5* As Hallaj told a disciple, “God Most High is the very one who 
Himself affirms His unity by the tongue of whatever of His creatures he 
wishes. If He Himself affirms His unity by my tongue, it is He and His 
affair. Otherwise, brother, I have nothing to do with affirming God’s 
unity.”!6° Yet God’s unity was continually attested through Hallaj. He 
travelled to far-away countries, calling people to the Truth, and he felt 
that his testimony could only be fully given in martyrdom. Thus it was 
that he broke the customary discipline of secrecy. His last words on the 
gibbet were these: “It is enough for the ecstatic that the One be single in 
Himself,” implying his recognition of the necessity of his death, as an ex- 
piation for separateness, and as a testimony to “essential union.”'6! 
Hallaj became the example of public testimony in Sufism, and he showed 
how severe the fullest demands of this path could be. 


soll got cat pey dye Fle 


Conclusions 


In this exposition, I have tried to bring out a wide range of symbolic and 
experiential associations, to clarify the basic structure of shath. 
Theoretically, it would be possible to refine this analysis by 
distinguishing between the experiences of the different Sufis in their 
shathiyat. Such a study would have to examine each Sufi’s ecstatic say- 
ings in the light of all other sayings and writings attributed to that per- 
son. Having established the apparent meanings of these sayings by lexical 
comparison, it would then be necessary to evaluate all these sayings in 
terms of relevant and appropriate Sufi works describing the varieties of 
ecstatic experience. Although such an exhaustive cataloging of mystical 
expressions and experiences is beyond the scope of this study, it is possi- 
ble to establish here some general lines for interpreting shathiyat. 

The interpretations of shath made by such scholars as Massignon 
and Ritter are good, but incomplete. They stressed the momentary 
transposition of subject and object, the temporary replacement of the 
human “I” by the divine “I.”!6? This needs to be tested further, though, 
in the context of certain descriptions of the highest degree of ecstasy as a 
continuous experience.'®? In addition, one has to account for the 
possibility of deception in apparently inspired ecstasies; this danger was 
certainly well-known to the early Sufis.'54 It was with this idea of decep- 
tion in mind that Massignon maintained that Hallaj had accused Bayazid 
of confusing his ego with God.'!*5 Such psychologizing should not be 
pushed too far, however; it seems more likely that Hallaj’s criticism is 
itself a shath, in the same vein as Wasiti’s and Shibli’s caustic comments 
on Bayazid. Thus while it is important to try to distinguish the different 
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states alluded to in shath, this task is made difficult by the formulaic 
tendencies and literary conventions of shath. How much can we deduce 
about the spiritual state indicated by a comment made in the manner of 
the boasting-match? There are structural continuities in the various 
forms of expressing shath, but the attempt to discern the underlying 
states can only, I think, be carried out in a general way, within the 
framework provided by the Sufi tradition. 

Yet can there be an adequate interpretation of shathiyat? Are these 
Strange utterances at all susceptible to rational analysis by a non- 
mystic? Massignon has summed up the problem in a prcvocative way: 


The goal of the commentary of Baqli on Hallajian texts is to elucidate the 
method that Hallaj follows in giving testimony to God by a language of 
paradoxical appearance, by means of expressions that are from an ecstatic 
intoxication only in appearance, for they are perfectly composed and 
measured, denoting an author who has mastered his mental state of 
mysticism (malik halihi). This is the problem of the philosophical and 
theological value of the Hallajian shath.'* 


This represents something of the authentic attitude of the early Sufis 
toward shathiyat. It must be remembered that the commentators Sarraj 
and Ruzbihan placed a great emphasis on the knowledge (‘i/m) necessary 
to understand shath, knowledge partly viewed as a form of learning, but 
considered mainly as a gnosis, a participation through grace in the divine 
knowledge. But is this ecstatic knowledge accessible, or is it a form of in- 
toxication that has nothing to do with the mind? This is a serious ques- 
tion. Massignon has teasingly suggested that shathiyat are ecstatic and 
intoxicated only in appearance, while in reality they are produced in a state 
of self-possession, at least in the case of Hallaj. Although a few shathiyat 
have to do with complete unconsciousness of the outer world, the ma- 
jority are admittedly answers to questions, written replies to letters, or 
actions taken in response to some need. The forms of these expressions 
are strange, yet they do not presuppose complete intoxication. The 
technical vocabulary of states and stages was developed so that the Sufis 
could converse among themselves about their experiences. Shathiyat also 
serve this purpose. They are utterances in the service of the spirit. These 
may be experimental in character and deliberately unconventional, and 
they refer to a wide range of experiences, although the ultimate states 
serve as the orientation around which the rest are constellated. The 
highest form of shath is that in which the speaker is God, testifying to 
His own unity on the tongue of His lover. Shath in general is an expres- 
sion of a spiritual state, and it stands in a relation of more or less im- 
mediacy to the original experience, but this immediacy does not on prin- 
ciple exclude a certain amount of analysis and reflection. 
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The very problem of sobriety versus intoxication is to some extent 
an artificial one that has been introduced into Sufism for polemical pur- 
poses. It is true that these two terms were used very early to signify one 
kind of polarity of spiritual experience. Abu Said ibn al-A‘rabi (d. 
341/952) wrote in his Kitab al-Wajd (“Book of Ecstasy”) that there is 
no reason to prefer the settled ecstatic (sakin) over the agitated soul 
(mutaharrak), for to each has been revealed something different, not 
comparable with any other in terms of simple superiority.'§7 In a similar 
fashion, Ruzbihan, commenting on the wrangling of Hallaj with ‘Ali ibn 
Sahl, points out that intoxication and sobriety, self-possession (tamkin) 
and rapture (ta/win), are two complementary aspects of ascending revela- 
tion rather than mutually exclusive opposites. He further observes that 
“Sobriety and intoxication are one, for the lover dives into the oceans of 
Greatness and Might, and there the intoxicated is not distinguished from 
the sober.”!68 J think that Massignon’s remark could be improved by say- 
ing that ecstasy does not necessarily imply obscurity and unintelligibility; 
there can as well be an ecstatic apprehension characterized by total clarity. 
This, at least, has been the assumption of Ruzbihan. This is not to say 
that he always “finds” the expected esoteric meaning in every innocent or 
ambiguous phrase, although he does have a consistent mystical theology. 
His exegesis rests on genuine insight, but he is not afraid to say, “but God 
knows best,” after an especially enigmatic saying. His position has not 
always been shared by others, however. 

The problem has been that shathiyat have in general been ill- 
received by jurists. Opponents of ecstatic expression have been willing to 
settle for a compromise in which shath is ascribed to intoxication, 
because that neutralizes the expression and makes it the equivalent of a 
madman’s ravings. Then, as a frequently quoted phrase announces, “it is 
neither to be accepted nor rejected.” If there is any suggestion that ecstatic 
expressions are made deliberately, then they are immediately seen as 
dangerous. “Anyone,” says the philosopher and historian Ibn Khaldun 
(d.808/1406), “who says such things while conscious and in his senses, 
while not mastered by a spiritual state, is therefore to be blamed also. It 
was for this reason that the jurists and the leading Sufis decided on the 
death of al-Hallaj, because he spoke consciously, having mastered his 
state (malik li-halihi),”'©? Voicing a similar feeling, the moderate Sufi 
master ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/1167) said, “If ecstatic expres- 
sions come forth from the Sufi in the state of sobriety, one must assume 
they come from Satan.”!7° It was felt that a literal understanding of 
ecstatic expressions would lead to heresy, and therefore the terms “intox- 
ication (sukr)” and “sobriety (sahw)” took on a polemical character, due 
to heresiographical concerns. 

This heresiographical tendency is first evident among the Sufis in the 
Kashf al-Mahjub of Hujwiri, whose artificial system of “sects” in Sufism 
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is discussed in part III. Hujwiri described the “sober” school of Junayd 
as opposed to the “intoxicated” school of Bayazid, assuming that the two 
masters taught radically differing “doctrines.” Hujwiri refused to con- 
sider the sayings of Hallaj as meaningful, saying that Hallaj was merely a 
novice overcome by ecstasy, lacking the settledness required for 
authoritative statements. Hujwiri was theoretically opposed, in any 
event, to the attempt to analyze one’s own spiritual states at all, because 
of the possibility that people would be led astray by unusual “uncontroll- 
ed” expressions. As he put it, “Expression of the meaning of reality is 
futile. If the meaning exists it is not lost by expression, and if it is nonex- 
istent it is not created by expression. Expression only produces an unreal 
notion and leads the student mortally astray ...”!7! This protective 
statement is made in spite of the extensive commentary on spiritual states 
in Hujwiri’s treatise. Much later, in Ottoman Baghdad, Ahmad ibn 
Muhammad al-Kilani (d. 970/1561) continued a long tradition of 
polemics against Hallaj in the Rifa‘iyah Sufi order, by ridiculing Ruz- 
bihan’s commentary and calling shath a disease of the soul.'’? The point, 
again, is that only a sane person’s statements are worth analyzing. 

If Hujwiri’s report is to be believed, Hallaj broke with Junayd 
precisely on the subject of sobriety and intoxication. Junayd maintained 
that they were pre-ordained qualities, and that sobriety denoted sound- 
ness while intoxication implied excess. Hallaj said that the two were cor- 
relative human attributes on the path, both of which must be transcended 
to reach the goal.!73 Useful although intoxication may be for 
heresiography, the term does not encompass the phenomenon of shath. 
Hujwiri quotes Shibli as saying, “I and Hallaj are of one mind, but my 
madness saved me, and his intellect destroyed him.”!7* Against Hujwiri’s 
agnosticism regarding the description of states of ecstasy, is the fact, of 
capital importance, that Junayd was the first to comment on the 
shathiyat of Bayazid; this is hardly the act of one who only allows 
significance to apparently “self-controlled” utterances. It further reveals 
the artificiality of separating the “schools” of Junayd (sobriety) and 
Bayazid (intoxication). In spite of the agnostic tendencies of Hujwiri, the 
very commentaries on shathiyat by Junayd, Sarraj, and Ruzbihan are 
decisive proof of a tradition of exegesis. The spiritual riches of shath are, 
on principle, potentially accessible to those who wish to find them, as 
much, indeed, as any profound religious statements are accessible to 
sympathetic investigators. 

Aside from the defective nature of the texts, it seems to me that the 
only significant objection to the validity of the commentaries on 
shathiyat would be directed at a certain tendentiousness, due to the 
apologetic orientation of the commentaries. Sarraj points out that 
Junayd was not an apologist, however: “In this commentary of Junayd, 
he only described the spiritual state of which Abu Yazid spoke, and he 
explained the position to which he (Abu Yazid) alluded (in these sayings). 


soll got cat pey Teme take 


CONCLUSIONS $1 


He did not encounter the stubborn and obstinate person who would ver- 
bally condemn anyone saying something of this sort without explaining 
it.”'75 Yet it is just this sort of stubborn person to whom Sarraj is speak- 
ing, one such as the theologian Ibn Salim, whose incredulity toward the 
sayings of Bayazid he frequently mentions. It must be admitted that this 
apologetic tendency vitiates Sarraj’s interpretations. Sometimes his ex- 
planations are so forced that one must suppose it is deliberate protective 
dissimulation. 

It is not clear exactly when the apologetic trend set in. Some of the 
explanations attributed to Junayd suggest that Sarraj may have 
underestimated the amount of controversy about ecstatic expressions 
during the time of Junayd. Junayd is presented as explaining a daring 
statement by Bayazid, “I am my highest Lord,” as a mere quotation from 
God. Yet in another place, Junayd explains a similar saying by a com- 
parison to the story of the lovers Layla and Majnun; Majnun so loved 
Layla that he could say, “I am Layla.”!76 Sarraj must have known of 
Junayd’s favorable commentary on this saying, but he deliberately sup- 
pressed it in his conversations with Ibn Salim, who was under the impres- 
sion that Bayazid, unlike Pharoah, had at least not said that he was the 
Lord.'77 Bayazid’s descendents in Bistam, as Sarraj took pains to point 
out, denied that their ancestor could have said, “Glory be to Me!”!’8 Rit- 
ter has well described the mechanism of these apologetics: “This tendency 
brings it about that the expressions of the early Sufis are subjected to a 
severe censorship, which only permits that which is tolerable by ap- 
propriate interpretation.”'’® For our purposes, though, the apologetic 
tendency is not a fatal flaw, except where it leads to alteration and sup- 
pression of shathiyat. Moreover, Sarraj is the only principal commen- 
tator who is really concerned to sanitize the sayings of Bayazid, and even 
so, his annotations are more often helpful than not; besides, he is the only 
writer who has preserved Junayd’s commentaries besides Sahlaji. Ruz- 
bihan’s commentary is of tremendous value, primarily because of his 
profound understanding of spiritual states, but also because of his supple 
mystical theology. He admits to an apologetic purpose, but because he 
explains the sayings in terms of both shari at and haqiqat, he largely re- 
tains the essential meanings without suppressing anything. If one is suffi- 
ciently aware of the existence of this apologetic tendency, the commen- 
taries on shathiyat will lose none of their usefulness. 

Finally, I should like to point out the validity of Ruzbihan’s linkage 
of shath with the Qur’an and hadith. He uses favorite texts from the 
Qur’an and certain suggestive Aadith reports to illustrate and explain the 
sayings in his Sharh-i Shathiyat, and he uses shath as a method of ex- 
egesis in his great Qur’an commentary, “Ara’is al-Bayan. The results of 
this approach are generally illuminating, and always evoke the essential 
experiences that are at the source of his inspiration. Until the Sufi Qur’an 
commentaries, especially the “Ara’is, are edited and indexed, our 
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understanding of early Sufism will have a serious lacuna. The researches 
of Massignon, Nwyia, and Boewering have shown what rich materials 
can be found in the scriptual exegesis of Sufism. Corbin’s excellent edi- 
tion of the Sharh-i Shathiyat, with its large index of terms and motifs, is 
a model of the kind of presentation that this material deserves. Yet he 
apologized for not giving a complete inventory of Qur’an and hadith 
citations, saying, “The hadith alone would demand a separate study. 
They are cited sometimes in Arabic, sometimes in Persian; sometimes 
fully, sometimes recalled by a few words comprising an image, or evena 
single allusive word that resounds like a /eitmnotiv, orchestrated by each 
context.”!8° It is to be hoped that a complete study of Ruzhiban’s 
spiritual exegesis will be undertaken, using not only his collection of 
shathiyat but also his compilation of Qur’anic interpretations, with a 
complete collation of sayings as found in early Arabic sources. Studies of 
this type will help to bring to the fore one of the most significant and 
characteristic aspects of Islamic mysticism. 
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Part Il 


ECSTATIC EXPRESSIONS 
ON FAITH AND 
INFIDELITY IN SUFISM 





Faith (iman) and infidelity (kufr) are terms that express the fundamental 
religious distinction between acceptance and rejection of God and His 
revelation. “But God has made iman loveable for you, and has adorned it 
in your hearts, but He has made hateful kufr and iniquity and 
rebelliousness” (Qur. 49.7). Throughout Islamic history, these terms 
have been of great importance for determining membership in the com- 
munity of the faithful as well as ultimate salvation. This chapter will in- 
vestigate the ecstatic sayings on faith and infidelity as a special topic for 
shathiyat. This group of sayings, and related discussions of faith and in- 
fidelity, constitute a self-reflection on the fundamental problems of 
shathiyat. They not only summarize the deepest intuitions regarding 
mystical experience, but also reveal the limitations of language in ex- 
pressing that experience. Although this topic may appear opaque and 
hermetic at times, it deserves separate treatment as a self-interpretation 
of the ambiguous position that mystical speech necessarily has. 

To give a survey of this topic, it is necessary first to establish the or- 
dinary meanings of faith and infidelity, not only as they were used in 
Qur’an and hadith, but also as used in theological contexts. The scrip- 
tural and theological meanings of such terms are basic for the develop- 
ment of the Sufi vocabulary. After reconstructing the primary meanings 
of faith and infidelity in Sufism, it will then be possible to analyze the 
ecstatic expressions of faith and infidelity as a particular type of shath, 
using the categories developed in the previous chapter. Our analysis will 
focus on three authors: Hallaj, ‘Ayn al-Qudat, and Ruzbihan. Although 


SUL got cat pey deme Fae 


54 ECSTATIC EXPRESSIONS ON FAITH AND INFIDELITY 


there are other figures who deal with this topic in significant ways, these 
three present the fullest and most original interpretations of faith and in- 
fidelity through the medium of shath. Since this analysis is exploratory, 
it will take the form of a running commentary on the main presentations 
and discussions of the shathiyat on faith and infidelity, rather than a 
systematic exposition of topics. Our final interpretations of these sayings 
will be reserved for the conclusion of this study. 
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Faith and Infidelity 
in Early Islam, 
and the Sufi Concept of Faith 





In the Qur’an and hadith, faith and infidelity are frequently mentioned in 
terms of acceptance or rejection of the Qur’anic revelation. The follow- 
ing verse, addressed to Muhammad, closely links faith with the Qur’an 
itself, and metaphorically describes both as the light of divine guidance: 
“You did not know what the Book was, nor iman, but We made of it a 
light by which We guide whomever We wish among Our servants” (Qur. 
42.5). Another impressive verse describes the descent of the spirit of 
peace (sakinah, Hebrew shekhinah): “He it is who made the spirit of 
peace descend into the hearts of the faithful, that they might increase in 
iman upon iman” (Qur. 48.4). The basic import of these verses is that 
faith is a quality of openness toward the divine, by which the heart 
receives revelation. Those who witnessed the revelation of the Qur’an to 
Muhammad were affected so strongly by it that this was frequently the 
occasion for their conversion. One of the Prophet’s companions, 
“Uthman ibn Marwan, saw Muhammad while he was experiencing a 
revelation from Gabriel. This was so impressive to him that, as he later 
stated, “That was the moment when faith settled in my heart and I loved 
Muhammad.”! Here is a personal testimony to the point made in the 
Qur’an itself, that the guidance of faith comes through the Qur’an, i.e., 
through the word of God. In Sufism there was a tremendous devotion to 
the Qur’an, characterized by assiduous study and prayerful repetition of 
Qur’anic verses as a supererogatory form of worship. Qur’anic devotion 
in Sufism was a pietistic development of one of the basic qualities of 
faith, in terms of openness to the divine word. The closed state of mind 
represented by Kufr rejects the divine word. “Infidelity and hypocrisy 
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(belong to) him who does not answer when he hears God’s crier calling to 
prayer, inviting (him) to salvation.”? Kufr means literally “to cover up,” 
with the specific implication of the covering over of the bounties of God, 
in a mean and ungrateful fashion. The stony-hearted infidel (ka/ir) re- 
jects the divine revelation, though he may know it to be true. 

Faith begins in the heart, but it needs to find an extension through 
action; if action does not truly reflect the condition of the heart, the 
result is hypocrisy. Faith is itself described as an action (‘ama/): “The 
Messenger of God was asked which action is best. He said, ‘Faith in God 
and His Messenger.’”3 Thus it is that the Aadith literature frequently 
identifies faith with the performance of certain rituals, such as ablutions, 
prayer, and funerals.‘ Infidelity, on the other hand, is hypocritical, and 
does not act out the true feelings of the heart. Of the hypocrites, it is 
said, “They were on that day nearer to kufr than to iman. They say with 
their mouths what is not in their hearts, but God knows what they con- 
ceal” (Qur. 3.167). They form a secret opposition within the community. 
“O Prophet! Struggle against the infidels and the hypocrites! . . . They 
swear by God that they said nothing, but they said the word of kufr and 
were infidel after their submission” (Qur. 9.73-4). The radical disconnec- 
tion between the heart and the outward act nullifies the value of external 
actions. This is of great consequence for the Judgment, since the deeds of 
a hypocrite, who acts only in order to give the appearance of faith, are 
worthless in the afterlife. 

The distinction between faith and infidelity as openness and 
hypocrisy obviously had important social consequences. Sometimes im- 
an and islam were even used to signify the religious community as a 
whole. In a similar way, other religious groups, such as Christians and 
Jews, were considered infidels (kKuffar) for rejecting the prophetic 
message of Muhammad. Generally, however, the Sufis preferred to em- 
phasize the idea of faith as an internal act, as distinct from the more for- 
mal islam, “submission to God.” There was definitely a precedent for 
this. “The Prophet said, ‘Submission is public and faith is in the heart.’ 
Then he pointed to his breast three times and said, ‘Fear of God (taqwa) 
is here, fear of God is here!’”S Thus the pietistic attitude towards faith 
and infidelity stressed the internal aspects of these qualities, which were 
viewed in terms of salvation and damnation, true worship and idolatry, 
the heart open to the light of faith and the closed and stony heart. There 
were other tendencies, though, which emphasized the social and com- 
munal aspects of these terms. Since hypocrisy cuts at the very root of the 
moral foundation of society, infidelity in its extreme form was regarded 
as the equivalent of apostasy. Infidelity, along with adultery and murder, 
was one of the three crimes for which a Muslim could be put to death. 
The popular imagination therefore seized upon the semantic breadth and 
religious importance of iman and kufr. In hadith, one finds such unusual 
metaphors as the following: “Faith resorts to Medina as a snake resorts 
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to its lair.”6 A remarkable image of kufr appears in an apocalyptic hadith 
prophesying the antichrist: “There is no prophet who has not warned his 
community of the one-eyed kafir. Behold! He is one-eyed, and your 
Lord is not one-eyed! Between his eyes (sic) is written K-F-R.”’ Here kufr 
has become personified in the arch-tempter and ultimate enemy of 
mankind. Such expressions show that faith and infidelity were all- 
encompassing terms surrounded by powerful evaluative auras. So it was 
that faith was the general term for all that is beneficial for the religious 
life, while infidelity denoted al] that is opposed to it. 

With the rise of factionalism, faith and infidelity began to take on 
polemical and theoretical overtones. The movement of the Kharijis, aris- 
ing out of the struggle over the leadership of the community, was 
characterized by its definition of faith in terms of action. Anyone who 
committed a grave sin was no longer of the faithful, and was considered 
an infidel deserving only death. The practical consequences of this view 
were So repugnant to the majority that the earliest Sunni creeds explicitly 
repudiated the Khariji view of faith. Already in the Aadith literature, the 
verbal appropriation of iman was a way of legitimizing and gaining ap- 
proval for one’s own party while at the same time attacking one’s op- 
ponents.* The theological enterprise was also stimulated by a natural 
desire to attain precision in the descriptions of the objects of faith, i.e., 
God, the prophets, the revealed books, the angels, and predestination. ° 
Theology, however, has a tendency to become formalized into dogmatic 
propositions, and in the various Islamic schools this tendency had the un- 
fortunate but inevitable side-effect of producing doctrinal rivalry. The 
polemical form that this took was the anathematization of opponents by 
the process of takfir, “calling someone a Xafir.” The result of this trend 
was that certain theologians began to anathematize all Muslims who did 
not belong to their school. Such a step effectively restricted salvation to 
professional theologians adhering to the one correct doctrine. The un- 
bridled use of theological anathemas threatened to go out of control and 
create a vicious factionalism based on purely theoretical grounds. 
Recognizing this danger, the theologian al-Ash ari on his deathbed begged 
his disciples not to charge their opponents with kufr over a difference of 
opinion, although he himself was not so merciful during his own 
lifetime.!° 

The solution to this problem of theological orthodoxy was 
discovered by Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, who removed the question of in- 
fidelity from the realm of doctrine altogether. He observed that 


he is a downright fool who, when asked to give his definition of kufr, 
answers: “kufr is anything that is opposed to the Ash‘arite theory, or the 
Mu tazilite theory, or the Hanbalite theory or indeed any other theory, (as 
the case may be).” Such a man is more blind than a blind man, an uncritical 
follower of authority.!! 
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Ghazali makes the important point that determination of kufr should not 
be made in terms of reason or doctrine, since it is essentially a matter of 
juridical status. The basic legal principle suggested by Ghazali is that 
kufr means calling the Prophet a liar in any respect. He insists that there 
should be no anathema of those who pray toward Mecca and make the 
confession of faith, unless there is clear proof against them, and further, 
that there should be no anathema in non-essentials. Like Ghazali, Sufis 
in general eschewed the rationalistic approach to faith and infidelity 
characteristic of some theologians. Regarding the practice of anathema, 
Ruzbihan observed, “There was no heresy, infidelity, innovation, or in- 
solence in the sure religion before theological discussion (ka/am), 
disputation, quarreling, and conceit (entered in).”!? Sufis preferred to 
treat faith and infidelity in personal terms. They used the term “infidelity” 
in a searching psychological analysis, which identified any hidden 
hypocrisy or self-adulation as infidelity. This kind of spiritual takfir was 
particularly appropriate for expression in shathiyat, as the next few sec- 
tions will show. 

Nonetheless, despite their generally anti-dogmatic approach, Sufis 
inevitably discussed subjects such as ian in terms of the standard 
theological definitions found in the credal statements of the various 
schools. Although we can only indicate very briefly the relationship of 
Sufi positions to the main theological views on the nature of faith, it will 
be instructive for us to examine some of the principal mystical formula- 
tion of this central religious topic. Kalabadhi (d. 380/990) specified that 
faith is “a speech, an action, and an intention (gaw/ wa ‘amal wa niyah),” 
and he quoted with approval the Aadith that states, “faith is confession 
by the tongue, confirmation in the heart, and action with the limbs.”!? 
This formulation is closer to the position of the Hanbali school than to 
any other, in its insistence on the involvement of the whole person. The 
Ash‘ari school and the Hanafi-Maturidi position inclined to a more in- 
tellectualist explanation of faith, while other schools stressed the verbal 
element (e.g., the Karramiyah) or outward actions (the Khawarij).'4 The 
Sufi Ibn al-Khafif (d. 371/980) presented the formula of Kalabadhi, and 
also supported the Hanbali view that faith increases and decreases.'* For 
major dogmatic positions, Ibn al-Khafif and Kalabadhi both relied 
heavily on the Figh Akbar IJ attributed to the jurist Abu Hanifah. Yet 
Sufism added an experiential stress to the juristic formulation. In this 
spirit Ibn al-Khafif said, “faith is the hearts’ confirmation of the truth 
(tasdiq) of the hidden things that God has brought about (in them).”'*® 

Faith is not something to be claimed lightly, either; Sufis generally 
preferred the conditional formula, “I am faithful, if God will (in sha’ 
allah)” to the Hanafi creed, “I am really faithful (haggan).” Regarding 
the latter, Wasiti commented, “‘Reality (Aagigah)’ implies command, ac- 
quaintance, and comprehension; one who lacks these makes his claim in 
vain.” Qushayri also objected, saving, “that which the Sunni theologians 
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say, ‘I am the really faithful one (a/-mu’min al-haqigqi),’ refers to one who 
is destined to go to Paradise, but he who does not know that from the 
mystery of God’s wisdom wrongly claims that he is ‘really faithful.’”!” 
Part of the reason for this was the recognition that no one could be ab- 
solutely sure of his faith under ordinary circumstances. al-Hakim al- 
Tirmidhi said, “How many an infidel far from God is granted faith and 
dies in bliss, and how many a believer close to God is forsaken by his 
Lord and dies in misery!”!® Indeed, this problem of the mystery of how 
one’s life will end (Khawatim) greatly impressed mystics such as Muhasibi 
(d. 243/857), who pointed out that ‘Umar himself converted only late in 
life, and that many followers of the Prophet Muhammad apostatized in 
the Riddah rebellion after his death.'° 

In describing the qualities of faith, the Sufis drew freely on the im- 
agery of light and vision, which was already prominent in the descrip- 
tions of faith in Qur’an and hadith. Ibn al-Khafif said, “It (faith) is a 
light that is cast into the heart, although (it is) not the light of the 
Essence.”?° As Kalabadhi said, “Faith in God is the witnessing of divinity 
(mushahadat al-uluhiyah).”?' This imagery is further complemented by a 
discussion of the interior (batin) and exterior (zahir) aspects of faith. 
“Faith is in the exterior and the interior, and the interior is a single thing, 
which is the heart, while the exterior is different things.”2? Here 
Kalabadhi distinguishes between the internal conviction and the outward 
acts. Ibn al-Khafif gives a more overtly mystical distinction, saying, “in 
faith, and tawhid, and knowledge, there is an external (zahir) and a 
reality (Aagigah) ...He who is exalted calls humanity toward the 
exterior of these (three), but He guides whom He wishes to their 
reality.”*3 Here one has a sense of levels of faith, one that is gen- 
eral, and one that is reserved for the elect. Considered as an inner 
quality, faith is distinguished from outward submission to God (is/am). 
Kalabadhi says, “submission is outer, faith is inner,” and, “faith is 
realization (tahgig) and adherence (i'tigad), submission is subjection 
(Khudu’) and compliance (ingiyad).”24 Submission is a prerequisite for 
faith, yet as Ibn al-Khafif points out, “every faithful one (smu’min) is a 
submitter (:usiim), but not every submitter is a faithful one.”?5 
Muhasibi went so far as to say, “is/am is (only) a name; it means the con- 
fessional religion (millah). Faith is (only) a name; it means confirmation 
of the truth and real action in accordance with prescribed duties.”?6 
There appears to be a realization here that the term is/am has become 
somewhat externalized in the course of time, as shown by its identifica- 
tion with the community as a whole. In making this distinction, Sufis 
part company from the Hanbalis.2’ 

The ultimate horizons of faith are to be found in the precreational 
colloquy between humanity and God, and in the final degrees of 
knowledge, certainty, and love. One of God’s names in the Qur’an is “the 
Faithful (a/-mu’min),” and God’s faith is considered to be the existen- 
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tiating power of His assent by which He confirmed the existence of His 
Attributes. This thesis of God’s eternal faith was affirmed by Hallaj, the 
Hanbalis, and the Salimis.28® When God addressed the souls of humanity 
in pre-eternity, he apportioned a particle of this uncreated faith to those 
whom He foreknew to be faithful. As Kalabadhi said, “It is allowable 
that faith is from God, the Great and Mighty, Who apportioned it to the 
servant in His foreknowledge; it does not exceed the time (decreed) for its 
manifestation, nor does it fall short of that which God knew of the 
devotee and apportioned to him.”?° Sahl al-Tustari (d. 283/896) con- 
nected this event with the verse, “(God) inscribed faith on their hearts” 
(Qur. 58.22), and he made this comment: “The writing in the heart is the 
gift of faith that He gave them before their creation, in their loins and 
wombs. Then He displayed a burst of light in the heart, and tore the veil 
off of it (the heart), to make them see by His blessing the hidden writing 
and the light of faith.”° If the souls of the faithful possess a particle of 
this divine faith, then it is clear that the potentiality of faith goes far 
beyond its dogmatic formulation. Sufis have generally called this higher 
dimension of faith certainty (yagin), although they also referred to it as 
knowledge in the sense of gnosis (ma rifah). Again to quote Sahl, “Cer- 
tainty is an addition to faith, and is a realization of it... . Certainty isa 
part of faith that is beyond confirmation.”3' When the Sufis say that 
faith increases (i.e., beyond minimal assent), it is by one’s inherent power 
(quwwah) and by certainty that it does so.3? 

What does this certainty consist of, to make it so different from or- 
dinary faith? It is the knowledge that one is a recipient of divine mercy; 
in effect, it is assurance of salvation. In distinguishing this gnosis of 
salvation from discursive theological knowledge, Ibn al-Khafif said, 
“knowledge of the attributes (ma‘rifat al-sifat) is an acquisition, but the 
gnosis of election (ma rifat al-takhsis) is a gift; and the origin of faith is a 
gift, though its conditions are acquired.”33 The momentousness of this 
experience of certainty may be judged from the fact that it makes faith 
necessary, but not sufficient, for salvation.34 According to Massignon, 
Sahl al-Tustari found certainty when, “in the moment when God dictated 
certain inspired words by the tongue of the ecstatic, He made him taste 
an ineffable ‘certitude’ in his heart, an uncreated yaqin.”35 This certainty, 
which indicates the possibility of union with God, is here expressed in 
terms of the phenomenon of shath, in which God speaks by the tongue of 
man. “The realities of faith,” says Kalabadhi, “are four: tawhid without 
limit, recollection of God without end, a mystical state of no (single) 
description, and an ecstasy without time.”? 

In summary, it can be seen that the Sufi position on faith was con- 
sciously opposed to the more intellectualist and literalist views, and it 
took an approach, closely akin to that of the Hanbalis, based on a 
deepened experience of the Qur’anic revelation. This deepening process 
not only led to an expansion of the understanding of faith as a personal 
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act, but also led to the elaboration of higher forms of faith, which 
assumed separate positions (yagin, ma‘rifah). By thus making faith 
something at once more important and less ultimate than it was usually 
considered, the Sufis made the concept of faith much more flexible and 
all-inclusive. It can mean everything from blind imitative faith (iman mu- 
qallad) to the general form of human participation in divine reality. This 
very flexibility now would lend itself to paradoxical use in the form of 
shathiyat. The earliest example of this that I have found is a saying of 
Bayazid’s: “The infidelity of those endowed with spiritual ambition is 
closer to islam than the faith of those endowed with grace.”3’ This 
deliberately provocative statement, evidently aimed at those who passively 
await grace rather than strive for union, sets the stage for the radical and 
disturbing sayings of Hallaj, who is the real formulator of the mystical 
topos of faith and infidelity. 
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Hallaj 





Hallaj’s understanding of faith was thoroughly in consonance with the 
Sufi position just outlined. For Hallaj, iman was the first step on a lad- 
der leading to overwhelming love of God (wa/ah) and astonishment; in 
addition, when fear of God (tagwa) combined with perfect gnosis, the state 
of total surrender (istinyat) to the Qur’an became possible, “and this is 
the reward of the stations of faith.”38 Yet Hallaj also spoke of faith as 
only a beginning, for “he who looks for God by the light of faith is like 
him who seeks the sun by the light of the stars."39 Although ordinary 
faith is inferior to gnosis, faith in a more general sense includes all rela- 
tionships to divinity: “No one can claim God in any way except by faith, 
for in reality, there is no claim (to having attained God).”4° Nonetheless, 
insofar as faith is identified with “speech, action and intention,” it is oc- 
cupied with intermediaries (wasa’it), with something other than God.*! 
According to Hallaj’s doctrine of “the eclipse of intermediaries (isgat al- 
wasa’it),” at the dawning of the experience of the realities (haqa’iq) of 
faith, these outward expressions of faith are obliterated from con- 
sciousness, and remain only in form (rasm).4? Although this view is not 
precisely antinomian, it is certainly a significant relativization of the law. 
The shari ah is still obligatory, but it has receded in importance before 
the overwhelming meeting with the Master of the shari ah. 

Hallaj’s strange utterances on faith and infidelity need to be 
understood in terms of the characteristics of shath, as discussed in part I; 
we shall note in particular the relevance of the topics of knowledge and 
unknowing, transcendence of duality, and audacity in the special form of 
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blame. The characteristics of the highest form of shath, that is, shath as 
the divine word, shath as testimony, and the nature of selfhood, are not 
very prominently involved in Hallaj’s statements on faith and infidelity. 
The implication here is that the ecstatic sayings on faith and infidelity 
refer to the experience of the nothingness of creation (fana’), not that of 
deification (baqa’). 

There are two sayings of Hallaj that present faith and infidelity in 
close dependence upon the topics of knowledge and unknowing and the 
transcendence of duality. The first, preserved only in an ambiguous Per- 
sian recension, is as follows: 


The knower (‘arif) looks upon his initial mystical states and realizes that he 
does not have faith except after he becomes infidel. . . . In the beginning 
the poor man takes a position with respect to something. Then his position 
becomes advanced with respect to that thing. In the end he becomes infidel. 
Don’t you see that if he goes back on that (agar baz-i an gardid), he has 
been infidel?4? 


Although the terminology of this saying is terribly vague, I interpret this 
to mean that initial faith, the creature’s acceptance and recognition of the 
creator, is a partial kind of knowledge, which, from the viewpoint of the 
real knower, nonetheless appears to be ignorance and unconscious rejec- 
tion of the truth. When the real knower looks back on his first at- 
tainments, he realizes intensely the dualistic limitations of that first in- 
timation called faith. And just as unknowing is prerequisite to real 
knowledge, so a realization of the limitations of one’s initial faith is 
necessary in order to transcend its intrinsic duality. “In the end he 
becomes infidel” because he now realizes his nothingness, and can call 
himself “infidel” to signify that he knows that his faith is no faith at all. 
Like the impotence, blindness, and astonishment of unknowing, becom- 
ing infidel is a descent into the dark night of the soul. 


Hallaj further explains the relationship between infidelity, 
knowledge, and duality, in a famous letter addressed to one of his 
disciples. 


In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate, who manifests 
Himself (tajalla) through everything to whomsoever He wishes. Peace be 
unto you, my son. May God veil you from the exterior of the religious law, 
and may He reveal to you the reality of infidelity (Aagigat al-kufr). For the 
exterior of the religious law is a hidden idolatry, while the reality of infidelity 
is a manifest gnosis (ma‘rifah jaliyah). Thus, praise belongs to the God 
who manifests Himself on the head of a pin to whom He wishes, and who 
conceals Himself in the heavens and the earths from whom He wishes, so 
that one testifies that He is not, and another testifies that there is none 
other than He. But the witness in negation of Him is not rejected, and the 
witness in affirmation of Him is not praised. And the purpose of this letter 
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is that I charge you not to be deceived by God, and not to despair of Him; 
not to covet His love, and not to be satisfied with not being His lover; not 
to utter affirmation of Him, and not to incline towards negation of Him. 
And beware of affirming the divine unity! Peace.‘ 


In this important passage Hallaj has indicated the purpose of his strange 
venture into self-proclaimed heresy. His “reality of infidelity” is “a 
manifest gnosis,” that is, a form of the essential gnosis that can only be 
bestowed by theophany or divine manifestation (tajalli). It is the kind of 
gnosis that sees the absolute nothingness of creaturehood and realizes 
that separate existence constitutes infidelity. The outward, literal aspect 
of the law he calls “a hidden idolatry (shirk khafi),” just because in itself 
it is inextricably bound up with duality and opposition. As long as one is 
preoccupied with the details of the law, one will be unable to focus ex- 
clusively on God. Here Hallaj hovers on the threshold of divine grace 
without expectation or despair, in a renunciation of the dualistic at- 
tributes of createdness. 

The convergence of unknowing and transcendence of duality is 
shown in the doctrine of the coincidence of opposites in God. Hallaj 
enunciated this principle clearly in saying, “in none but Him can two (op- 
posite) attributes mingle at once, but He is not thereby in 
contradiction.”45 One such example has already been qubdted, 
“Knowledge is concealed within ignorance.” Now it is applied to iman 
and kufr: “Infidelity and faith differ in name, but in reality there is no 
difference between them.”46 This coincidentia oppositorum is a 
transcendence of duality that only takes place on the level of the divine 
Essence in itself, the hagigah or transcendent reality. 

When transcendence of duality is considered as the process of 
transcending, it applies to the level of creation, and implies a radical re- 
jection of any hidden idolatry; this is a necessary implication of the con- 
cept of tawhid, literally “making one.” Junayd’s definition of tawhid 
thus applies to both the state and the process of transcendence: “Tawhid 
is the isolation of the eternal from the temporal.” In addition to meaning 
the isolation of the divine reality in itself, “transcending duality” means 
the rejection of the idolatry and infidelity of considering any temporal 
and partial creature as self-sufficient. When Shibli was asked to explain 
tawhid, he said, “He who answers a question about tawhid is a heretic, he 
who knows fawhid is a polytheist, he who does not know it is an infidel, 
he who points to it is an idol worshipper, and he who asks about it is ig- 
norant.”47 Every one of Shibli’s phrases denounces the attempt to con- 
fine the eternal in temporal relations. 

The negative aspect of tawhid may be called takfir, i.e., “calling 
something ku/fr,” “accusing of infidelity.” Tak/ir as practised by Sufis is 
quite different from the anathemas hurled at each other by rival 
theologians; spiritual takfir is a process of purification that aims at the 
elimination of duality and hidden idolatry in oneself. It was in this sense 
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that Shibli said, “Sufism is idolatry, since it is the safeguarding of the 
heart from the vision of that which is other (than God), and there is no 
other.”4* All such denunciations can be considered as spiritual tekfir. A 
fine example of this kind of tak/fir is the lofty credal statement of Hallaj: 


He who thinks that the divine mixes with the human, or the human mixes 
with the divine, is unfaithful (fa-gad kafara). For God has isolated Himself 
in His Essence and His Attributes from the essences and attributes of 
creatures. He does not resemble them in any respect, nor do they resemble 
Him in anything. How could there be any resemblance between the eternal 
(ai-gadim) and the temporal (a/-muhdath)? He who claims that the Creator 
is in a place or on a place or is connected to a place, or can be conceived of 
in the mind or imagined in thought, or is included under attribute and 
quality, is idolatrous (fa-qgad ashraka).*° 


The reliance of this takfir on Junayd’s tawhid is striking. Perhaps the 
most remarkable takfir made by Hallaj is the anecdote told by his friend 
Ibn Fatik, who came to visit while Hallaj was reciting the Qur’an at full 
length. When Hallaj had finished, he turned to Ibn Fatik, laughing, and 
said, “Don’t you see that I pray to try to please Him? But he who thinks 
that he has pleased Him has put a price on His pleasure.” Then he laughed 
again and recited these verses: 


When a youth’s ardent love reaches perfection, 
and ecstasy makes him to forego union, 

Then he attests in truth what love attests to him — 
the prayer of lovers is just infidelity.°° 


Absorption in ritual prayer is attachment to intermediaries that obscure 
the realities of the spirit; Hallaj here blames himself for placing too much 
importance on the effect of prayer, as the youth in the poem became too 
involved in the thought of his own love —all deviation from the way to 
the Beloved is infidelity. 

Another important aspect of Hallaj’s use of “infidelity” and “faith” 
is his desire to be blamed as an infidel and killed as a martyr. His longing 
for martyrdom is presented in a series of texts so striking and so dramatic 
that I propose to translate them in full, because of their intrinsic interest. 
Here is another episode narrated by Ibn Fatik, in which Hallaj shows the 
earnestness of his desire for self-sacrifice. 


One day I called on Hallaj at a house belonging to him at a moment when 
he was distracted. I saw him standing on his head, saying, “You who make 
me near in my mind by Your Presence, and who set me at a distance by 
Your absence as far as is eternity from time— You manifest Yourself to 
me so that I think of You as the All, and You withdraw Yourself from 
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me so that I deny Your existence. But Your Absence does not continue, 
Your Presence does not suffice, war with You does not succeed, and peace 
with You is not secure.” And when he sensed that | was there, he sat upright 
and said, “Come in, don’t be afraid!” So I came in and sat before him, and 
his eyes were like two burning flames. Then he said, “My son, some people 
testify against my infidelity (kufr) and some of them testify to my 
saintliness (wilayah). And those who testify against my infidelity are dearer 
to me and to God than those who affirm my saintliness.” Then I said, 
“Master, why is that?” he said, “Those who testify to my saintliness do so 
from their good opinion of me, while those who testify against my infidelity 
do so from zealous defense of their religion (ta assuban li-dinihim), and he 
who zealously defends his religion is dearer to God than him who has a 
good opinion of anyone.” Then he said, “Ibrahim, what will you do when 
you see me crucified and killed and burnt? For that will be the happiest day 
of all the days of my life!”*! 


In this passage, there is a delineation of the decisive effects of God’s 
absence and presence on human hearts, just as in the letter on “the reality 
of infidelity.” In this case, Hallaj is making it clear to Ibn Fatik that he 
wants to be labelled an infidel and die. 

In another extraordinary episode, which took place at the tomb of 
the great jurist Ibn Hanbal, Hallaj again expressed this desire, but in a 
moment of intense personal prayer, after which he cautioned an 
eavesdropper not to mention the incident. Here is the account as 
transmitted by the prominent judge Ibn al-Haddad al-Misri: 


I went out one moonlit night to the tomb of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (God have 
mercy on him!), and I saw there from far off a man who was standing, fac- 
ing in the direction of prayer. I got closer to him without him knowing, and 
it was al-Husayn ibn Mansur, who was weeping and saying, “You who 
made me drunk with Your love, and who astounded me on the plains of 
Your nearness, You are the One isolated in eternity, the One who alone is 
established on the throne of truth. Your support is through justice, not 
through levelling; Your distance is from isolation, not from separation; 
Your presence is through knowledge, not by transit; and Your absence is 
from veiling, not from departure. There is nothing above You to over- 
shadow You, nothing below You to lessen You, nothing behind You to 
overtake You, nothing beyond You to comprehend You. I beseech You, by 
this hallowed dust and these sought degrees, that You do not reject me ex- 
cept after ravishing me from myself, and that You do not make me see my 
soul again after veiling it from me; and multiply my enemies in Your land, 
and those intent on killing me.” But when he sensed me, he turned and 
laughed in my face, and came back and said to me, “Abu al-Hasan, this 
state in which I find myself is the first stage of aspirants.” In amazement I 
said, “Master! If this is the first stage of aspirants, what is the stage of him 
who is beyond it?” He replied, “I lied! This is the first stage of the submit- 
ters to Gad, nay, | lied again! This is the first stage of the infidels.” Then he 
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cried out three times and fell, and blood streamed from his throat. And he 
motioned with his hand that I should go, so I went and left him. When I 
saw him the next morning at the Mansur mosque, he took my hand and led 
me to a corner, and said, “By God! You must not tell anyone what you saw 
me do yesterday!”52 


Once again the fervent prayer begs the omnipotent God to bring about 
the lover’s doom. In this orison, Hallaj also calls upon God to annihilate 
his limited selfhood and not allow it to exist again. The quest for ravish- 
ment of self, which is one of the main characteristics of shath, is here 
linked with the desire for martyrdom. Hallaj’s final words to the 
eavesdropper, Abu al-Hasan, show by their spontaneity the profundity 
of the experience that led Haliaj to call himself an infidel. Full of the 
feeling of dust and ashes, he calls himself the lowest of the muslimun, 
then the lowest of the kafirun. 

Hallaj’s desire for martyrdom is further expressed in another 
episode, which contains the famous poem on ravishment of selfhood 
discussed in the section on selfhood in part I, above. 


I saw al-Hallaj enter into the Mansur mosque and say, “People, listen to 
one word from me!” Many people gathered around him, some being his 
supporters and some his detractors. He said, “Know that God most high 
has made my blood licit for you; so kill me!” Some of the people wept. 
Then I stepped out from the crowd and said, “Master! How shall we kill a 
man who prays and fasts and recites the Qur’an?” He replied, “Master, the 
reason for which blood should be spared is beyond prayer, fasting and 
reciting the Qur’an; so kill me! You will have your reward, and I will be 
happy. You will be fighters for the faith, and I will be a martyr.” Then the 
crowd wept, and they followed him to his house when he left. I said, 
“Master, what does this mean?” He said, “There is no duty in the world 
more important for Muslims than killing me.” Then I asked, “Of what sort 
is the path to God?” He replied, “The path to God lies between ‘two,’ but 
‘there is no one else with Me.’” Then I said, “Explain!” He answered, “He 
who does not understand our allusions will not be guided by our expres- 
sions,” and he recited, 


“Is it youor!l?... 
so take away by Your grace, 
my ‘I am’ from in between.” 


Then I said, “Will you comment on these verses?” He answered, “Their 
meaning is not consigned to anyone except the Messenger of God, by actual 
experience, and me, in emulation of him.”53 


Here Hallaj has begun to reveal publicly his desire for martyrdom and 


for ravishment of his selfhood, but he is still enigmatically refusing to 
reveal his purpose in so doing. Is it only because of his private unease 
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that he formed this purpose, in a pathological urge to self-destruction? 
What is the “reward” that he hinted at, which will accrue to the Muslim 
community if he is killed as an infidel? Will his death accomplish the 
ravishment for which he longs? 

Louis Massignon, in an astonishing and brilliant reconstruction, has 
presented a compelling interpretation of Hallaj’s desire for martyrdom as 
a blood-sacrifice designed to bring about a vicarious atonement on 
behalf of all Muslims. Standing with the pilgrims on Mount “Arafat, on 
his last pilgrimage in the apocalyptic year 290/903, “Hallaj, like the 
saints who preceded him, must express the victimal desire to become ab- 
solutely poor, transparent, annihilated, that God expose him under the 
appearance of weakness (ajz), of death, of condemnation, of guilt, 
signifying thereby the approach of His Hour, that of the Judgment.”54 In 
this view, Hallaj sought to make himself totally empty, lost in the 
bewilderment of unknowing, and hence to be rejected by all: “Guide of 
the bewildered, increase me in bewilderment; if I am infidel, increase me 
in infidelity!”55 What was Hallaj trying to accomplish here, at the high 
point of the Aajj, on the ninth of Dhu al-Hijjah, when Muslims address 
God in penitential prayer? In one verse, he explains, 


You who blame my longing for Him, how long can you blame? If you knew 
what I meant, you would not blame me. The people have their pilgrimage, 
but I have a pilgrimage to my Love. They lead animals to slaughter, but I 
lead my own heart’s blood. There are some who circle the Ka’ bah without 
the use of limbs; they circled God, and He made them free of the sanc- 
tuary,*® 


In his spiritualization of the hajj, which ultimately cost him his life, 
Hallaj evidently saw himself as a sacrificial victim, the replacement for 
the sheep and the goats that were to be slaughtered the following day on 
“Id al-Adha. Whether Massignon can be followed completely in his view 
of Hallaj’s sacrifice is open to debate; some have felt that Massignon 
read Christian doctrines of atonement into the “passion” of Hallaj. Of 
course, Hallaj did say, “My death will be in the religion of the cross,” and 
he told his surprised interlocutor, “you should kill this accursed one,” 
pointing to himself.5’ There is no question of “Christianizing” in Hallaj, 
however; if he used the language of “Christianity,” it was in order to 
shock his listeners.** Hallaj’s whole effort to get himself condemned as a 
Kafir is summed up in this verse: “I became infidel to God’s religion, and 
infidelity is my duty, because it is detestable to Muslims.”5? We may take 
a phrase from another branch of Sufism to describe this particular 
motive in Hallaj: it is malamah, “self-blame,” a practice designed to 
draw the censure of the community by outwardly disgraceful behavior, 
while inwardly and secretly performing all religious duties with the ut- 
most sincerity and devotion. While Hallaj was not part of the Malamati 
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Sufi group that originated in Nishapur in the third/ninth century,this 
term aptly characterizes his wish to be considered an infidel. His desire 
for martyrdom, to suffer under the law, takes malamah to its extreme. It 
is not accidental that Hallaj has been called Sultan al-Malamatiyin, 
“King of the Self-blamers.”6° 

Hallaj’s self-blame in terms of infidelity was not merely antinomian, 
however. As one who invoked the piety of people like Ahmad ibn Hanbal 
and Hasan al-Basri, Hallaj sought to invest the shari ah with the utmost 
meaning, and he consciously sought out and practised the most difficult 
devotions recommended by each school. This is how he explained it to 
one of his attendants: 


Abu Ishaq Ibrahim ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Hulwani said: I attended upon al- 
Hallaj for ten years, and I was one of the people closest to him. And from 
all that I heard from people who slandered him, and who said that he was a 
heretic, I began to have doubts in myself, and so I put him to the test, One 
day I said to him, “Master, I want to learn something of the esoteric 
teaching.” He replied, “The false esoteric or the true esoteric?” As I stop- 
ped to reflect, he said, “Indeed, the exterior aspect of the esoteric Truth is 
the law (al-shari‘ah), and he who fully realizes the exterior of the law will 
have its interior aspect revealed to him, and this interior aspect is the 
knowledge of God. But the false esoteric has an interior more hateful than 
its exterior, and its exterior is more repugnant than its interior, so have 
nothing to do with it. My son, I shall mention something to you from my 
experience of the exterior of the law, I have not adopted the teaching of any 
of the religious leaders; I have only taken from every sect the hardest and 
most difficult part of it, and I now follow that. I have performed no 
obligatory prayer without washing myself first and performing ablution. 
Now I am seventy years old, and in fifty years I have performed the prayers 
of two thousand years, and every prayer is the fulfillment (qgada‘) of a 
previous one.”*! 


Hallaj’s servant evidently had heard the gossip that accused Hallaj of be- 
ing an agent of the Qarmati insurgents, who were feared and hated as 
enemies of the caliphate and opponents of the externalist legalism of the 
Sunni majority. al-Hulwani’s question was an attempt to see if Hallaj 
was really an esoteric (batini), a follower of the Isma‘ili heretics. This 
suspicion was thoroughly dispelled by Hallaj’s stern and uncompromis- 
ing reply. Hallaj’s insistence on the law is in fact a necessary preliminary 
to his demand for martyrdom, as shown by his praise of his attackers who 
“zealously defend their religion.” 

Nonetheless, as we have seen, there is a strand in the thought of 
Hallaj that redirects attention away from ritual to the sole object and 
goal of that ritual. He states the principle of “the eclipse of in- 
termediaries” here: “He who considers actions is veiled from the Object 
of action, and he who considers the Object of action is veiled from the vi- 
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sion of the actions.”6? In a letter to one of his disciples, Hallaj put it in 
greater detail thus: 


Know that man remains standing on the carpet of the shariah as long as he 
has not reached the outposts of tawhid. But when he attains it, the sharf ak 
is eclipsed from his vision, and he occupies himself with the glimmerings 
that dawn from the mine of sincerity. And when the glimmerings come 
upon him continuously, and the dawnings pursue him uninterruptedly, af- 
firmation of unity (fawhid) becomes a dualistic heresy (zandaqah) for him, 
and the sacred law a folly. Then he remains without identity or trace. If he 
observes the law, he observes it only in form, and if he utters the affirma- 
tion of divine unity, he only utters it by force and compulsion. ®3 


Familiar themes are alluded to here. Moving from the safe enclosures of 
the shariah to the desert wilderness of true fawhid is an entry into 
unknowing and astonishment. With the onset of the luminous ex- 
periences of reality, the shari‘ah is cast in to the shade (not abolished). At 
this point, spiritual fakfir condemns the outward affirmation of the 
divine unity and the outward obedience to the letter of the law as wholly 
inadequate, as “heresy” and “folly.” The one who has reached this point 
may perform the outward requirements to the letter, but without attach- 
ment. It is this rejection of the ultimate importance of the external 
religious practices that has always alarmed the upholders of tradition, 
who see in it an encouragement to neglect basic religious duties. But 
again, Hallaj was not insensitive to this problem, and he insisted on full 
application of legal discrimination on the social level; anyone who 
follows the path taken by Hallaj must himself be prepared to accept the 
legal consequences. “He who distinguishes between infidelity and faith 
has committed infidelity, but he who does not distinguish between the in- 
fidel and the faithful has committed infidelity.”6* In other words, 
spiritual takfir is to be applied against anyone who tries to distingush be- 
tween the opposites that are unified in the divine hagigah, but legal takfir 
must be levelled against anyone who fails to distinguish between obe- 
dience and rebellion on the level of the shariah. Fine talk about 
mysticism is no excuse for neglecting to distinguish good from evil. 
This, at least, is the structure of the phenomenon of Hallajian in- 
fidelity: self-annihilation through unknowing, realization of the coin- 
cidentia oppositorum in God, self-blame and desire for martyrdom, and 
fulfillment of the law (though it be ambivalent). As Kraus and 
Massignon put it, in the path of the elect, “deification is not realized ex- 
cept under the appearance of a denial of the law (kufr, zandaqah), an 
anathema incurred by love, a momentary ravishment of the intellect.’”5 
The precise degree to which this remarkable ideal was realized in action 
cannot be known. After the prayer at ‘Arafat, Hallaj spent some years in 
hiding from the police, under a false name, and at the trial that sentenced 
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him to death, he protested his innocence vehemently. In the great prayer 
the night before the execution, he seemed to give way to despair, as he 
murmured over and over, “a ruse, a ruse (makr, makr),” but at last he 
arose, shouting, “Truth, truth (hagq, haqq)!” After reaching the height 
of the reality of infidelity, he said that same night, “. . . and I have hope 
in You, for I am faithful. . . .”66 
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“Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani 


Abu al-Ma‘ali “Abd Allah ibn Muhammad al-Miyanji al-Hamadani (d. 
§25/1131), better known as ‘Ayn al-Qudat, was one of the most brilliant 
figures of early Sufism. Well-trained in Arabic literary culture, religious 
sciences, theology, and philosophy, he turned at the age of twenty-one to 
the encyclopedic religious treatise of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Jhya’*Ulum 
al-Din, which occupied him completely for four years. “Ayn al-Qudat 
then had the good fortune to spend twenty days in seclusion with Abu 
Hamid’s younger brother Ahmad, a pivotal figure in early Sufi lineages. 
Those days were the most significant of his life, and confirmed his 
predilection for Sufism. His works include the Arabic metaphysical 
treatise Zubdat al-Haqa’iq, a large collection of Persian letters written to 
his disciples, and the defense he wrote in prison just before his death. His 
various Persian writings, originally addressed to his close disciples, at- 
tained a vast popularity because of their direct and powerful style. Of 
him Jami remarked that “few others have had the power he showed of 
revealing realities and explaining subtleties.”°’ The events that led to his 
execution for heresy at the untimely age of thirty-three will be discussed 
in part III. 

Here we shall not attempt an analysis of his entire teaching on faith 
and infidelity; instead, in order to provide the reader with a typical exam- 
ple of the Hallajian interpretation of faith and infidelity in sixth/twelfth 
century Sufism, we shall consider two long passages from his classic Per- 
sian treatise on mysticism, the Tamhidat. Our remarks will be in the 
nature of a running commentary on these texts. ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s 
thoughts on this subject are not systematic; they are couched in poetic 
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reflections that illuminate these concepts from a variety of angles. In 
these two passages, ‘Ayn al-Qudat develops a multi-levelled interpreta- 
tion of faith and infidelity as experiences based on different visions of 
the luminous face of God. All this he presents in the imagery of Persian 
love poetry, seeing the faith-inspiring Muhammad as the cheek and mole 
of the Beloved’s face, and Iblis (Satan) as the black tress of the Beloved 
and the source of infidelity. The concept of infidelity here takes on an 
ambiguous character, implying simultaneously both the idolatry of 
dualistic existence and the systematic transcendence of all limitations. 

The first passage to be onsidered is a long digression on faith and in- 
fidelity that occurs in the sixth chapter, on love. It is not accidental that 
true infidelity is mentioned in connection with the perfect love that is the 
union of the witness and the witnessed. He defends this as the authentic 
teaching of the mystics and rejects charges of “incarnationism (hu/u/).” 
The essence of this unitive love is total forgetfulness of self in the divine 
beloved. 


This is not incarnation; it is the perfection of union and oneness. In the sect 
of the realizers of truth, there is no other teaching. Have you not heard 
these verses? 


He whose (whole) life is not that beautiful idol 

is no striver or devotee in the sect of infidelity. 
Infidelity means that you yourself 

become the Beauty; since infidelity 

is such, no one is the One.*®8 


The teaching of infidelity is the separate individual’s quest for union with 
God, yet ‘Ayn al-Qudat concludes that no one attains this. Perhaps this 
is because union between two separate beings cannot, strictly speaking, 
be conceived of. Like the Platonic eros, infidelity is a longing that can 
never be fulfilled without ceasing to exist. ‘Ayn al-Qudat elsewhere says 
that the lover and beloved (the witness and the witnessed) are one in the 
divine reality, but separate on the level of discursive thought.®? The use 
of the term “infidelity” to describe this longing for perfect union with 
God is jarring, but deliberate. 

“Ayn al-Qudat here embarks on a critique of religion, not in the man- 
ner of an enlightenment critique that denies the possibility of religious 
meaning, but in a critique that sees externalization of the religious life as 
a fatal error. He calls externalized religion “tradition-worship ( adat- 
parasti),” which is no better than idolatry. Building on Hallaj’s saying, “I 
am in the sect (madhhab) of my Lord,” “Ayn al-Qudat says that the 
lovers of God have nothing to do with the sect or teaching of Abu 
Hanifah or al-Shafi'i or any other jurist, for “they are in the sect of love 
(madhhab-i ‘ishq) and the sect of God... When they see God, the 
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meeting with God is their religion (dim) and sect (madhhab). When they 
see Muhammad, the meeting with Muhammad is their faith, and when 
they see Iblis (Satan), seeing that station is for them infidelity.” ‘Ayn al- 
Qudat’s concept of the religious life is based on direct experience and vi- 
sion, not creed or ritual. 

It may be noted in passing that just as the standard religious schools 
are subject to harsh criticism in these terms, the historical non-Muslim 
traditions come in for criticism as well. Why should this be the case? This 
would seem to be incongruous, since elsewhere ‘Ayn al-Qudat comes 
close to suggesting that all religions are simply different names for the 
same reality.’”° The reason for his critique of non-Islamic religions is that 
these other religions are no closer to true infidelity than is externalist 
Islam, even though they are usually thought of as “infidel.” Further- 
more, by this time Sufi poetry had become saturated with the blamewor- 
thy imagery of winedrinking, idolatry, Christianity, and Zoroastrianism. 
The Sufis used the profane themes developed by the Arabic poets of the 
“Abbasi period, who had frequently extolled the Christian monasteries 
where they obtained wine normally forbidden to Muslims. The extra- 
Islamic religions were symbolic, to the Sufis, of the internal spiritual life 
invoked by the blameworthy name of infidelity.’! Despite the positive 
value of these symbols, ‘Ayn al-Qudat wishes to point out that Magians, 
Christians, and idolaters are not, after all, “real” infidels. Although they 
are outside the limits of the Islamic community, their infidelity only ex- 
ists on the literal level of rejecting the revelation given through Muham- 
mad. They may be symbolic of the self-blame that Hallaj and others 
courted, but ‘Ayn al-Qudat makes it clear that only metaphorically do 
they figure as spiritual guides (e.g., the Magian master, or the Christian 
boy, who dispense the wine of inspiration in innumerable Persian 
poems). In reality these figures receive only a reflected lustre from the 
truly transcendent mystical infidelity. 


O infidelity! The Magians have a certain glory 
from you, and from your traceless beauty 
they have a certain perfection. 

But they are not infidels; infidelity is a far 
path. Alas! how can they imagine what 
infidelity is??? 


To learn what true infidelity is, we shall have to move beyond such poetic 
commonplaces. 

“Ayn al-Qudat’s stress on visionary experience as the source of faith 
and infidelity allows him to elaborate a theory of theophany expressed 
wholly through images of the face of the divine Beloved. It is summarized 
in these verses: 
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Our religion is the face, and the beauty, and 
the royal countenance; our infidelity is that 
dark tress and darkling brow. 

Our intellect is maddened by the beauty of His 
cheek and mole, and from the wine of His love, 
both worlds have become taverns. 

Our spirit is that idol itself, our heart the idol 
temple; whoever’s religion is not this is no 
friend of ours.73 


This is a poetic version of the philosophical concept of “the face of God 
(wajh_ allah),” which “Ayn al-Qudat developed in his Arabic 
philosophical treatise Zubdat al-Haqa’iq. As Izutsu explains, “All things 
are sustained in existence by being directly exposed to the existence- 
providing light which emanates from God’s face.”’* There is a strong 
resemblance between the text just quoted and Hallaj’s dialectic of divine 
absence and presence; both emphasize that one’s religious state depends 
completely on the degree of theophany that has been experienced, on the 
extent to which God has manifested Himself in the soul. Yet where 
Hallaj focussed on the mysterious appearance and disappearance of the 
divine Essence itself, ‘Ayn al-Qudat spoke of a dualistic manifestation of 
opposing divine Attributes, which the Islamic tradition typically iden- 
tified as grace (/utf) and wrath (gahr). His awareness of divine 
transcendence is perhaps stronger, or more formalized, than Hallaj’s, 
since he finds it necessary to describe these Attributes in poetic form as 
the vehicles of manifestation, as intermediaries between the soul and 
God. 

“Ayn al-Qudat describes for his reader the luminous appearance of 
the face of God, whose different features, personified as Muhammad 
and Iblis, exert an overwhelming influence over all who experience their 
theophanies. “What do you know, my dear, of the effect of the beloved’s 
cheek and mole and tress on the lover? You won’t know until you get 
there!” Then he makes explicit the identification of the positive aspect of 
God’s countenance: “The cheek and the mole of the Beloved are nothing 
but the light of Muhammad the Messenger of God... . the light of 
Ahmad (Muhammad) became the cheek and mole on the beauty of the 
light of the One (ahad).” Here Muhammad is seen as part of the self- 
manifestation of God as light, following the traditional Sufi concept of 
Muhammad as the primordial light.”> “Ayn al-Qudat here has also alluded 
to the celebrated hadith qudsi in which God states, “I am Ahmad without 
the ‘M.’” Ahmad is another name for Muhammad, and to remove the 
“M” from Ahmad gives ahad, “the One.” Thus the letter “M” is the 
human nature that is the only thing standing between God and Muham- 
mad.’ To have a vision of Muhammad is undoubtedly a lofty ex- 
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perience, but it is still “the cheek and mole,” that is, the human nature of 
the prophet, which both reveals and conceals the divine nature of God. 


If, my dear, you arrive at this station, sell your soul to be an infidel; what 
other benefit is there in seeing the Beloved’s cheek and mole, besides in- 
fidelity and the infidel’s belt? Wait until you arrive and see! Then you will 
forgive this helpless one for saying these words. Have you never seen an in- 
fidel Muslim? From the beauty and fairness of Muhammad the Messenger 
of God, all of the faithful became infidel, and none knew it! Until you find 
these infidelities, you will not reach the faith of idol-worship, and when 
you reach the extreme end of faith and see idot-worship, then “there is no 
god but God, Muhammad is His Messenger” has been written in the royal 
court, and your faith has become perfect.”’ 


The vision of the light of Muhammad is still within the realm of duality, 
and is not the unmediated experience of God. Therefore even this exalted 
vision is a form of infidelity, but an ambiguous one, since recognition of 
the Prophet is part of the confession of faith. 

The attribute opposite to the light of Muhammad is the light of 
Iblis; the first is symbolized by the cheek and the mole, while the second 
is symbolized by the tress and eyebrow, which in a particularly bold 
metaphor is called “the black light.” 


You have heard of the cheek and mole of this Beauty, but do you know 
what this Beauty’s tress and eye and eyebrow are? Alas, doubtless they have 
not not shown you the black light, high above the canopy! That is the light 
of Iblis, which they symbolize by that tress of this Beauty, and which, in 
relation to the divine light, they call darkness; but in any other (com- 
parison), it is light. Alas, doubtless Abu al-Hasan Busti has never said to 
you, and you have never heard from him, these verses: 


We saw the hidden world, and the people 
of both spheres,and we easily passed 
beyond accident and reproach. 

Know that the black light is higher than the 
unpointed word; even this we passed by. 
Neither this (world) nor the 
other remained.7® 


The black light is higher than the word with no points, /a (“no”), the 
negation that announces the nothingness of all save God: /a ilaha illa 
allah, there is no god but God. The imagery of the black tress and 
eyebrow expresses this negative power, and Iblis (Satan) is the one who 
wields it. “Ayn al-Qudat now reveals Iblis as an honoured servant of 
God; infidelity is his robe of honour, and he works through the power of 
God: 
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Do you know what the black light is? “And he was of the infidels” (Qur. 
2.34) has become his robe of honour, He drew the sword of “Truly will | 
lead them all astray by Thy power” (Qur. 38.82). Unwillingly he has com- 
mitted his excesses in the darknesses (called) “in the darknesses of land and 
sea” (Qur. 6.97). He has become the watchman of Power. He has become 
the doorkeeper of the majesty of “I seek refuge from the accursed Satan.” 
Alas, who has it within his power to see the Beloved, with such a cheek and 
mole and tress and brow, and not say, like Husayn, “I am the Truth”? . . . 
He whose life is not that heart and heart’s thief, 

and is not that mole and cheek, that sugar lip— 
When tress and brow ravage his heart and soul, 

he’ll be no idolater, or even infidel, in these 

two worlds. 
You don’t believe in going from infidelity to infidelity, 

because none is worthy of Him, save Him.’® 


Here ‘Ayn al-Qudat is developing a synthesis of many symbolic expres- 
sions: the tress, the black light, Iblis as the instrument of divine negation. 
The reference to Hallaj is also appropriate; it was Hallaj who seemingly 
rehabilitated Iblis in the Kitab al-Tawasin, where Iblis claims to be the 
only real lover of God. Despite the dualistic tendencies of this passage, 
which may have old roots in Zoroastrian and extremist Shi'i views, it is 
overwhelmingly oriented toward a loving union with God.®° Infidelity 
occurs as a major component of the process of negation that is entrusted 
to Iblis, and it also figures as a part of every theophany, whether of the 
divine light through Muhammad or the black light through Iblis. There is 
also a curious ambiguity about this infidelity, since, on the one hand, it 
represents an inspiration through the divine Attributes, but on the other 
hand, it still implies the separate, and hence infidel, existence of the soul 
witnessing the theophany. 

“Ayn al-Qudat’s other long passage on this subject is in the ninth 
chapter of the Tamhidat, appropriately entitled “The Elucidation of the 
Reality of Faith and Infidelity.” Here he begins by amplifying on the 
critique of religion already discussed. Most of those called “the faithful” 
or “the believers,” he tells us, are in reality idolaters. Then in an analogy 
with the bonds and shackles with which madmen were laden in medieval 
Iran, ‘Ayn al-Qudat says, “the master of the religious law knows, by the 
light of prophecy, that madmen must be put in chains; the religious law 
has been made the chain” of these maddened wayfarers of reality. 
“Those burned up by love are melancholy, and melancholy is related to 
madness, and madness is on the road to infidelity . . .” 


In the legal sect, infidelity is infamous 
because madness is from melancholy love. 
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Everyone who sees by the infidelity of love 
becomes single by the beautiful idol’s 
power.?! 


As one might suspect, having a taste for infidelity is a matter of tempera- 
ment or innate disposition. Still, despite his critique of the limitations of 
the religious law, “Ayn al-Qudat enthusiastically surrenders his melan- 
choly temperament, prone to love, madness, and infidelity, to its destined 
punishment under the law. This is quite in the spirit of Hallaj’s insistence 
on the law’s fulfillment. Happy resignation to the chains of the law is 
perhaps inevitable, once one realizes that all separative existence is tinged 
by kufr and shirk. Then, whether sober from the vision of religion or in- 
toxicated from the vision of infidelity, the sincere seeker will 
acknowledge his infidelity by publicly donning the belt worn by infidels 
(the Zoroastrian sacred thread, or Christian monk’s beit). 


The wayfarers of the divine presence have come to the religious sciences and 
their discrepancy. Some had a vision of religion (din), and they became 
aware of themselves and the reality of the matter; they saw that they wore 
an infidel belt (zunnar). Then they wanted to have their exterior in confor- 
mity with their interior, so they also tied an infidel belt on externally.®? 


This consciousness of inward idolatry is symbolized by the Zoroastrian 
thread or infidel’s belt, which in this account is worn by those who rightly 
follow the path of religion, who have experienced the positive theophany 
of the cheek and mole. These are the sober wayfarers who ruthlessly ex- 
amine their souls for idolatry. 


Another group became intoxicated, and they also tied on the infidel’s belt, 
and began to speak intoxicated words. Some of them were killed and others 
were subjected to the affliction of His jealousy, just as will happen with this 
helpless one. I don’t know when it will happen; it is still far off. . .*? 


“Ayn al-Qudat classes himself with the intoxicated wearers of the zunnar, 
and he knew well that he would suffer the fate decreed by the law for in- 
fidels. “Alas, the people do not know the intent of infidelity and the zun- 
nar! ... Their infidelity and zunnar are from the path of God.”84 “Ayn 
al-Qudat is able to reconcile himself to the infidel’s fate, however, since 
death of the body merely means fewer obstacles in the path to the Beloved. 

Next ‘Ayn al-Qudat takes up the subject of infidelity in itself, and tells 
us that it is time to enumerate its divisions, many of which have been 
alluded to already. Infidelity is not just one thing, as is commonly 
thought. The sober wayfarers who follow the conditions of the shari at 
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will one day, if patient, reach their goal, and then they will learn the 
meaning of wearing the zunnar, idol-worship, and fire-worship. The 
divisions of infidelity can be summarized as follows: 


1. Outward infidelity (kufr-i zahir), This is the infidelity that the com- 
mon people know. It consists of rejection (radd) or denial of the truth 
(takdhib) of some part of the religious law (shar’). Anyone who commits 
such an action is an external infidel. 


2. Infidelity of the lower self (kufr-i nafs). Since, as the hadith has it, 
“the nafs is the greatest idol,” this is the infidelity that worships one’s selfish 
desire as if it were a god. “We are all, ourselves, prisoners of this infidelity,” 
inasmuch as we are all still in the dualistic realm of time and space. In addi- 
tion, this infidelity includes the egotism of those wayfarers who have reached 
a Stage where they think they have attained the Creator Himself. Every day 
there are a hundred thousand such who halt in this infidelity. Kufr-i nafs is 
therefore the special province of Iblis, who deludes the wayfarers, for, as 
Hasan al-Basri said, “if he (Iblis) manifested his light to creation, he would 
be worshipped as a god.” This is in fact of the same order as worshipping 
one’s own ego. 


3. Muhammadan infidelity (Aufr-i muhammadi). As Abu Sa‘id said, 
“W hoever saw his (Muhammad’s) beauty at once became an infidel.” Those 
who experience the light of Muhammad (which is to Iblis’s light as the sun 
is to the moon) immediately prostrate themselves in adoration. Is there not 
a hadith in which Muhammad said, “He who has seen me has seen God”? 
This is a sublime truth, but it is still infidelity and idolatry. 


4. Real infidelity (Kufr-i haqgigi). “If one passes beyond ali the other 
stages, one sees the Lord, and one becomes ashamed. Here, ftawhid and 
faith begin.”85 


This four-fold classification of infidelity was very popular among later 
Sufis, especially in India. As one can see from the second and third divi- 
sions of infidelity, infidelity is existentially inescapable, even in the 
higher ranges of spiritual] existence. The solar light of Muhammad and 
the lunar light of Iblis are the sources of all light in the world. But all 
worldly existence, including light, is tinged with duality; thus even 
Muhammad prayed, “I take refuge with You from hidden idolatry.” To 
recognize and admit idolatry and infidelity of this order is extremely dif- 
ficult. “Ayn al-Qudat illustrates this further with the story of Bayazid’s 
recantation on the day of his death, when he apparently repudiated his 
most famous ecstatic saying: “God, if I said one day, ‘Glory be to Me, 
how great is My dignity,’ then today I am only a Magian infidel. (Now) I 
cut the zunnar, and I say: ‘I testify that there is no god but God, and I 
testify that Muhammad is the Messenger of God.’”®* 
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Although infidelity is thus all-pervasive, the process of spiritual 
takfir, i.e.,the recognition of kufr in oneself and the consequent self- 
accusation, has an inherent momentum toward transcendence, a longing 
for completion analogous to Platonic eros or Aristotelian orexis. 


Attend to the divine infidelity, my dear. Gaze until you see by the first in- 
fidelity, then travel the path until faith takes you by the hand. Then give 
your life, so that you see the second and third infidelities. Then uproot 
your soul, so that after these you find the path through the fourth infidelity. 
After this you become faithful. . .*’ 


Thus the path of infidelity is the path of progressive self-annihilation. By 
an ingenious juxtaposition of hadith, “Ayn al-Qudat reveals the connec- 
tion between ku/r and the spiritual poverty of fana’ fi allah, annihilation 
in God. He begins by quoting Abraham’s renunciation of the worship of 
the sun (Qur. 6.79, here seen as equivalent to renunciation of kufr-i 
muhammadi): 


“I turned my face (to the Creator of the heavens and earth, as a true wor- 
shipper of God, and I am not one of the idolaters)” —God gives His splen- 
dor to you, He casts your selfhood into His selfhood, so that you become 
“all He” (hamah u). Then poverty shows itself when poverty becomes 
perfect, for “when poverty becomes perfect it is God.” That is, all of you is 
He; what would you say, is this infidelity or not? This is “Poverty is nearly 
infidelity.” Here is ¢awhid, and oneness. Perhaps Hallaj spoke of this place 
(when he said,) “I became infidel to God’s religion, and infidelity is my duty, 
since it is detestable to Muslims.” . .. See this great man; how will he 
ask forgiveness for this? Would that I had the infidelity that is his religion! #® 


“Ayn al-Qudat clearly understands the path of infidelity in terms of an- 
nihilation of selfhood, a major theme of shath (although * Ayn al-Qudat 
does not use the term shath here). This is another instance of the way in 
which the early Sufi tradition (particularly Hallaj) has retained its essen- 
tial qualities in “Ayn al-Qudat’s understanding of infidelity. 

In the final pages of the Tamhidat, ‘Ayn al-Qudat introduced a let- 
ter on the subject of “real infidelity,” supposed to have been written by 
the philosopher Ibn Sina (Avicenna, d. 428/1037) to the Iranian Sufi 
Abu Sa‘id ibn Abi al-Khayr (d. 440/1049). Although the letter is pro- 
bably not authentic, it is still a very interesting document attesting the 
importance of infidelity as a symbol for the transcendence of limited in- 
dividuality. "Ayn al-Qudat describes the letter as follows: 


Shaykh Abu Sa‘id wrote to Shaykh Abu ‘Ali (ibn Sina), “Guide me to the 
proof (of God),” and in his answer he wrote, “(It is) entry into real infideli- 
ty and departure from metaphorical Islam, and that you do not turn your 
face towards (anything) except that which is beyond the three in- 
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dividualities, so that you become a submitter (mus/im) and an infidel. For 
if you are beyond these, you are neither faithful nor infidel, and if you are 
below these, you are a Muslim idolater. If you are ignorant of all this, then 
you are worthless, so do not count yourself as a part of the totality of be- 
ings.” Shaykh Abu Sa‘id said in the Masabih, “I derived from these words 
that which I would have derived from a hundred thousand years of devo- 
tions.’89 


The bold phrasing of this letter deliberately recalls Hallaj’s letter on “the 
reality of infidelity,” which is a criticism of the “hidden idolatry” of 
legalism. The main thrust of Ibn Sina’s letter seems to be the 
transcendence of the three “individualities (shukhus),” probably meaning 
the three “persons” of grammar, and hence, all multiplicity; acceptance 
of these distinctions is equivalent to dualistic idolatry. Despite the 
vagueness of the terms used in the letter, it became a favorite text for 
many later Sufis. 

* Ayn al-Qudat’s formulation of the mystical theory of infidelity was an 
influential synthesis of current Sufi speculation. The basic categories that 
he used—the coincidence of opposites in God, self-annihilation, asser- 
tion of God’s unity and the duality of all else, and the acceptance of 
blame and martyrdom —had been developed by Hallaj and others, but 
“Ayn al-Qudat interpreted them in original ways. He also drew in threads 
from Ibn Sina, Ahmad al-Ghazali, and the Sufis of eastern Iran (it is 
likely that Ahmad al-Ghazali’s influence on this topic was greater 
than we have indicated, but this cannot be ascertained until the corpus of 
his writings are edited). The wide circulation of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s writings 
in Iran and India helped to establish the Hallajian topos of faith and in- 
fidelity as a standard element in Persian poetry. Though his formulation 
became in this sense typical, he was criticized by some Sufis, such as the 
conservative Indian Sufi Gisu Daraz (d. 822/1422), who concluded his 
commentary on the Tamhidat by complaining of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s im- 
maturity and frivolity in advocating heretical theories like those of Ibn 
*Arabi.2° Others, such as Mas‘ud Bakk, who was executed in Delhi in 
790/1387, saw ‘Ayn al-Qudat as a spiritual guide and model, to be im- 
itated both as author and as martyr. In any case, the passages discussed 
above were widely read by medieval Sufis. 

‘Ayn al-Qudat’s distinct contribution to this topic was to illuminate 
the experiences of unity and duality, of annihilation and subsistence, that 
underly the ambiguities of mystical infidelity. To take but one example: 
his critique of religious externalism shows that the vision of oneness is in 
a sense incompatible with the world’s religion. 


When the “Day of Religion (ruz-i din, Doomsday)” is mentioned (in the 
Qur’an), it is not the religion of the world that He means; He speaks of a 
religion of the next world, in which religion there is self-effacement (karm- 
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zani). Their religion (din) is the religious community (millat) of oneness, 
but in this world, this is (called) infidelity. Yet in the path of the wayfarers 
and in their religion, what is infidelity and what is faith? The two are one.?! 


The limited earthly religion, by a sort of reciprocity with spiritual tak/ir, 
cannot help but call the religion of oneness “infidelity.” In another in- 
stance, ‘Ayn al-Qudat describes a dialectic of faith and infidelity that is 
ultimately an alternation between the experiences of annihilation (fana) 
and subsistence (baga’). It is precisely the transcendent implication of in- 
fidelity in “Ayn al-Qudat’s writing that makes his takfir into a negative 
dialectic that spurns every successive approximation to the real union. 


Alas, could it be that you were never a lover of God and His chosen one 
(Muhammad), and that in the midst of this Iblis never whispered his in- 
sinuations to you, and that you never heard these verses on his power? 


We became helpless in the deception of your tress’s tip; 
we became forlorn in the wrath of your wild eyes. 

We consumed our hearts because of our nature’s impurity; 
now by nature we also consume grief. . . . 


Whoever is wounded and half-killed in the world of Iblis is healed in the 
world of Muhammad, because infidelity is a sign of annihilation (fana’), 
and faith is a sign of subsistence (baga’). Subsistence cannot be attained 
without annihilation. The greater the annihilation in this path, the more 
perfect the subsistence in this path. These verses explain something of an- 
nihilation and subsistence: 


If your mole and cheek and eye were infidel, 
this heart and soul of mine were ever pilgrims there. 
Make a condition, that if your tress becomes unfair, 
O idol, you will make your lip our judge!®? 


One gets a sense here of progression on the path, by negation and affir- 
mation, by fana’ and baga’. When the theophanic power of the tress 
(black light, Iblis, wrath) is exerted, one is overwhelmed, but one can 
take refuge in the theophany of the countenance (Muhammad, grace). 
Infidelity (kufr) is the negative half of the confession of faith, /a ilah, 
“There is no God,” which is the equivalent of annihilation (fana’). It is 
then followed by the positive half, i//a allah, “but God,” which is the 
equivalent of subsistence (baga’). It is perhaps no accident that the word 
of negation, /a, as written in Arabic script, can be likened to the twin 
tresses of the Beloved. So the negative force of the spiritual “accusation 
of infidelity” is directed both outwardly, against religious externalism, 
and inwardly, in a dialectic that ascends toward union. In both these em- 
phases ‘Ayn al-Qudat has considerably refined the original formulations 
of Hallaj. 
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“Ayn al-Qudat frequently expressed the “science of opposites” and 
the coincidentia oppositorum through the symbolism of the theophanic 
countenance of Persian poetry. The dualistic flavor of this imagery is in 
contrast with the theory of Hallaj, in which the path of unknowing leads 
to a transcendence of duality in the recognition of the divine unity. 
Hallaj speaks of the coincidentia oppositorium in the Essence, but is not 
drawn to either of the opposed polarities. ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s illuminism, in 
contrast, feels a strong magnetic power in these dualities, considered as 
manifestations of divine attributes. His focus on the divine attributes 
may be an acknowledgement of the sifatiyah or attributist strand of Sufi 
thought, which recognized only the possibility of attaining union with 
God’s Attributes, and not with the absolute Essence. Yet despite the 
dualistic tendencies of this symbolism of cheek and tress, ‘Ayn al-Qudat 
ultimately appears to seek union with the Beloved in Essence. 


My dear, attend to what the great man said about these two stations: “In- 
fidelity and faith are two stations from beyond the canopy, which are veils 
between God and the devotee.” . . . A man ought to be neither infidel nor 
musulman. He who still exists with infidelity or faith is still within these two 
veils, but the wayfarer who has reached the goal exists with no veil but 
“God’s Majesty and His Essence.”9? 


His contributions show great originality, but ‘Ayn al-Qudat continues to 
see himself as following the path of Hallaj in search of union. “So when a 
maddened lover says that a drop in the ocean calls itself the ocean, he is 
just like that chivalrous youth who said ‘I am the Truth.’ He also is to be 
forgiven. He is a real infidel (kafir-i hagiqi).”*4 
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Ruzbihan al-Baqli 


Ruzbihan’s development of the Hailajian topos of faith and infidelity is a 
complex one, made difficult by his elliptical style and by his habit of scat- 
tering remarks on this subject throughout his various writings. His works 
were less commonly read than ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s, because of their greater 
difficulty, but they were influential among learned Sufis. Ruzbihan, pro- 
bably more than any other, made the mystical understanding of faith and 
infidelity an integral part of the technical terminology of the spiritual 
path. His approach is radically experiential; by examining the way in 
which he links faith and infidelity with different stages of spiritual 
development, we can hope to achieve an adequate representation of his 
viewpoint. 

Ruzbihan’s concept of faith begins with the familiar theological 
definitions, but advances to the typical Sufi understanding of faith as an 
initial stage on the path to union with God. From external faith one pro- 
ceeds to the inner degrees of certainty and vision, then to mystical 
unknowing, and finally annihilation—all this as a prerequisite to the 
unveiling of divine subsistence in gnosis. Infidelity enters as the duality 
present at every stage, which begs to be condemned by spiritual takfir, so 
that infidelity ambiguously can also mean the longing for transcendence. 
Faith and infidelity are mutually related as opposites deriving from 
God’s qualities of grace and wrath, and thus they are dialectically con- 
tained in one another. These metaphysical gymnastics, according to Ruz- 
bihan, will not apply to the “infidelity” of non-Islamic religious tradi- 
tions, which is not “real infidelity.” Ruzbihan also wishes to remove in- 
fidelity from the path of self-blame, and this leads him to protest 
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vigorously against the persecutors of the Sufis. All of this results from 
Ruzbihan’s use of “infidelity” to represent the necessarily dualistic rela- 
tionship between the creature and the creator. Here infidelity has taken 
on a truly cosmic status, describing even the highest spiritual realization. 

Ruzbihan defines “exterior faith” as “external knowledge, or saying, 
‘There is no god but God,’ or prayer with the limbs, or submission, or 
humility, or peace. Its root is the instinctive faith that is the root of 
nature (fitrat).”9> This is the faith that every child is born with, which too 
often becomes merely imitative faith. Faith is externally defined by 
theological creeds, and is dependent on the scriptural resources of tradi- 
tion. It is unfortunate that we do not possess Ruzbihan’s Kitab 
al-Haqa’iq fi al- Aqa’id (“The Book of the Realities in the Articles of 
Faith”), in which, according to his grandson, he describes 


the belief of the Sunnis (mu*‘tagad ahi al-sunnah) and the orthodox 
teaching (madhhab al-salaf), after which he introduces the reality of the 
belief of the gnostics (hagigat i tigad al-arifin) in their gnosis, through 
God, by way of existentiation (sabil al-ijad).”** 


This work might have provided a detailed discussion of the relation bet- 
ween credal articles and the realities of Sufi experience. As it is, we have 
already seen that Ruzbihan stresses the qualitative difference between 
faith and gnosis when it is a question of understanding the symbolic 
statements (mutashabihat) of Qur’an and hadith. There is an esoteric 
knowledge that enables the elite to understand the true inner meaning; 
those who lack this knowledge approach the divine word by faith. Since, 
according to Ruzbihan, the inspiration of the saints through shathiyat is 
a continuation of the divine revelation, it is also necessary for the faithful 
to have faith in the saints, just as in the Qur’an and the Prophet. “For the 
pious man of faith it is necessary that he have faith in the symbolism of 
the Book and the sunnah and the court of the saints, so that he may find 
release from denial and the punishment of hellfire.”9’ This is the mediate 
position of faith, which is the attitude of a finite creature towards the 
transcendent reality. 

When defining the inner meaning (7ma‘na) of faith, Ruzbihan speaks 
as follows: 


The meaning of faith is the confirmation of the whole (tasdig al-kull) by the 
vision (ru’yah) of the whole, (which is) gazing upon the secrets prior to 
(receiving) iluminations, acceptance of the outward by certainty (vagin) of 
the inward, beginning in servitude after the revelation of Lordship, and 
beholding the hidden by the hidden.*® 


Terms such as “vision” and “certainty” indicate that this inner dimension 
is indeed the higher range of faith. As Hallaj pointed out, faith is com- 
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peised of the intermediaries through whkh ome cust pass to attain 
realities. Ruzbihan also oquates faith with a perception through in- 
termediarics, and wses it to justify seeing nature as the medium through 
which God reveals Hienself to the faithful. “In love, the requirement of 
faith is to make one see the eternal by the intermediaries (wase't/) of ex- 
istence. Don't you see what ‘the joy of the lovers’ (i.¢., Muhammad) —on 
whom be peace asked of the slave girl? He said, ‘Where is He (God)?" 
She poised to the sky, and be said, ‘Free her, for she is faithful,""?* Ruz- 
bihan alludes here to a Agdith report, in which a man who was trowbied 
because he had beaten his heedless slave girl had gone to the Prophet for 
advice, Mehammad asked to speak to her. In respoase to his questions 
about ber knowledge of religion, she replied that God is in the sky, and 
that Muhammad is God's messenger. Deemsing this sufficiemt, Muham- 
mad turned to the man and told him to free her from slavery, since she 
was one of the faithful.'** This hodith, which legitimizes the faith of un- 
tutored aad simple believers in spite of any crude misconceptions that 
they may have, allows Ruzbihan to underscore God's universal 
theophany im mature. The girl was righ, because God does manifest 
Himself in the sky; approaching God through this theophany is a matter 
of faith, seeking the hidden by the manifest. 

Yet faith is « wanscending movement that & never absolute. Pro- 
ceeding by the path of unknowing, it hovers on the threshold that only 
gnosis can cross, after annihilation im unknowing. 


How does the temporal resvembie the eternal? The faith of bemanity is con- 
firmation of the (@ivine) proemse, establistieg Him by the hidden and not 
by the visible. If they become witnesses to Him, faith will become goouis. 
But since they have sfood in farth owtmde the door, from impotence they 
are on the mansions of unknowings, How Goes one emer into the astonish- 
ment of the impoteat? Seace impotence is His weil, how shall temporal be- 
ings fied the eternal by faith?. . . Faith is from Him, to Him. He knows 
Mimuetf. The saying of (Abe Bakr al-) Siédig, “the inability to attain com- 
prehension is (true) comprehension,” describes ihe annihilation (fane’) of 
the createre in God,'*' 


Faith is a stage in the approach to God, but it must be continually 
transcended. A deeper faith realizes that God is the source of faith; the 
creature realizes its utter helplessness and unpotence, and in unknowing 
finds annihilation. 

Like Ayn al-Qudat, Ruzbihan links infidelity with progressive an- 
nihilations and enknowings, which are absolutely essential for the advent 
Of subsistence, real knowledge, and selfhood. To identify this transcend. 
ing infidelity by ts proper motive force, Ruzbihan calls it the “infidel of 
love” and the “infidel heart.” 
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If every day one does not become an infidel of love a thousand times, one 
will never become a unitarian in fawhid. If one looks into the soul with the 
garb of unknowing, one will see the soul vanishing on the earth of annihila- 
tion. One will not find tawhid from it, nor faith. One then looks into the 
soul with the quality of gnosis, and sees the soul in the eternity of eternities, 
full of the qualities of unity, '% 


The constant restlessness of this transcending infidelity is again identified 
with the power of love: 


This infidel heart is not satiated with seeking the unknown beauty. . . I 
have lost my heart, for I am in the scent of that rose that grows not in clay; 
pain does not enter into me, nor does my heart’s seeking submit to this 
nothingness. Who could think that my infidel heart has had enough of that 
eye, and those two brows, of my Beloved?!® 


This is a truly remarkable conclusion, that the motive power of the 
universal ascription of infidelity is love. Takfir is the mirror image of 
tawhid. The way from the temporal to the eternal is concentraton the one 
(tawhid) and rejection of the many (fak/fir). This two-fold movement of 
transcendence, which Ruzbihan calls love, could also be compared to the 
two-fold movement of the soul in Platonic katharsis, “purification.” This 
consists, on the one hand, of attaining “likeness to God, as far as possi- 
ble,” and on the other, of “separating the soul from the body, as far as 
possible.” Abdel-Kader has pointed to the Plotinian affinities of the 
thought of Junayd. Consider the last words of Hallaj: “It is enough for 
the ecstatic that One be isolated in Himself.” May we not see here also a 
remarkable affinity with Plotinus, whose serene “flight of the alone to 
the Alone” is here achieved by the passion of a condemned lover? 
Mystical infidelity is a powerful symbol, which differs from more 
familiar terms in that it conceals the longing for transcendence behind a 
mask of blame. 

Yet the divine unity is absolute, and admits of no compromise. If 
those who seek the divine unity come to rest in an inferior state, this is 
idolatry, to be attacked with spiritual takfir. Again and again Ruzbihan 
repeats this message: “Stopping (in one place) in eternity is infidelity”; 
“when the ship is sunk in the sea, grasp nothing save seawater, for to seek 
anything save ourself in ourself is infidelity.”!°* Any intermediate state 
on the path can turn into a trap, and no one is completely secure from the 
possibility of self-delusion. “In his intoxication he lays claim to the I-ness 
that is the vain creature’s attribute; thus he is veiled from the One-who-is- 
found (a/-mawjud) by his own finding (wajd).”'°> As indicated by the 
verse, “Whoso rejects (Xafara) faith, his deed is in vain” (Qur. 5.5), so 
the previous “deeds of gnosis (a°mal ai-ma‘rifah)” are nullified for the 
mystic who has rejected divine lordship by imagining himself to be the 
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divine self. This delusion contradicts “the isolation of the eternal from 
the temporal.”!°¢ 

In speaking of faith and infidelity as opposites, Ruzbihan recognizes 
that they are unified in their source, in this recalling “Ayn al-Qudat’s 
dualistic conception of the opposed Attributes of grace and wrath. 


Next to His glory, what difference is there between the faithful and the in- 
fidel? No faithful one adds to His kingdom, and no infidel detracts from 
His kingdom. When infidelity and faith exist in the essence of unity, there 
is one color in oneness. Its dual coloring is of the nature of relationships 
(idafat), “Whoso gives thanks gives thanks for his own soul, and whoso is 
ungrateful (kafara)— my Lord is surely wealthy, generous” (Qur.27.40). in- 
fidelity and faith are the two purses of wrath and grace. Those who learn 
wisdom know this much, that those containers are nothing but (God’s) 
command and prohibition; otherwise, how will non-entities take on dif- 
ferent hues in eternity?!°’ 


God’s dual aspects of wrath and grace are the means by which opposi- 
tions pass from His foreknowledge into actuality. Interestingly, despite 
his use of this dualistic framework, Ruzbihan, in contrast to ‘Ayn al- 
Qudat, avoids reference to the theophanies of cheek and tress; in his 
view, these have become confused with the reprehensible activity of “gaz- 
ing at young men”.!°* Ultimately, however, in oneness and in reality, the 
opposition of faith and infidelity does not exist. 

Again, while opposites coincide in God without contradiction, in all 
creatures opposites define and contradict each other. In describing the 
overwhelming experience of illumination, Hallaj had said that for one 
who has reached this goal, “the affirmation of unity becomes a (dualistic) 
heresy.”!°9 This remark can be understood in two ways. The existence of 
a separate ego that proclaims God’s unity is dualism, but from the point 
of view of the opposite qualities created by God, the two positions of 
proclaiming unity and dualistic heresy are simply opposite formulations 
that cancel each other out. Therefore Ruzbihan says, in a particularly 
dense passage, 


“Whoso likens God to anything is unfaithful.” In this path, my soul, at first 
all infidelity is faith, and in the end all unity is idolatry. 


What is the faithful one’s condition? To be an 
infidel within himself. 

What is the infidel’s condition? To desire 
faith in infidelity. 


“Infidelity and religion both are following in 


Your path, 
crying ‘He alone, He has no partner!’”?!° 
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In this passage, Ruzbihan begins by observing that any description of God 
is infidelity, for it will always be dualistic. The corollary is that faith and 
infidelity are opposite finite qualities that contradict and qualify each 
other. They are inextricably connected in the dialectic of opposites. 
Finally, in the last verse, Ruzbihan has quoted the Sufi poet Sana’i on the 
dualistic qualities that God has created to proclaim His unity.!!! 

Ruzbihan, like “Ayn al-Qudat, is quite emphatic about separating 
metaphysical infidelity from the infidelity of non-Muslim communities. 
This is illustrated in his commentary on a shath of Shibli, in which he 
reveals that true infidelity derives from God’s deception of His lovers by 
means of the Attribute of wrath: 


Shibli said to Husri, “If I compare my baseness with the baseness of Jews 
and Christians, my baseness is more contemptible than their 
baseness.” . . . Beloved! He (Shibli) saw the infidelity of imitation infidels 
(kafiran-i taglid). Among their fathers they found no one who was really 
experienced (mufahaqgig) in their infidelity, because the real experience 
of infidelity is in the webs (shabakat) of the eternal deception (makr), and 
in the vision of the primordial acts of wrath (gahriyat-i azaliyat). If it (im- 
itation infidelity) fell into the original reality of infidelity, near the over- 
whelming unknowing, in the loss of the power of gnosis, when the wrath of 
the unknowing came into possession of its soul’s existence, then the in- 
fidelity of all the (ordinary) infidels would find itself, in its unknowing, to 
be like a mustard seed in a desert.!!? 


Again in his typical imagery of getting lost in the desert, Ruzbihan sug- 
gests the awful power of the negative expression of God’s wrath in the 
mysterious reality of infidelity. This is so far removed from the “infidelity” 
of non-Isiamic religious groups as to make comparison absurd. 

The nature of mundane or non-Islamic infidelity appears a little 
more clearly in the following passage, which comments on the Qur’anic 
depiction of the Judgment, when hearts yield up the secrets they have 
suppressed. 


The people did not recognize the realities of infidelity in this world; if they 
had recognized it, they would have been affirmers of unity (”muwahhidin). 
On the Day of Judgment the reality of infidelity will be manifest to them, 
but it will do them no good. . . . That station (the reality of the infidelity) 
is in the (inner) places of their breasts, but they have concealed it by follow- 
ing the outward form of infidelity and rebellious desire —involuntarily, 
because of their very slight knowledge of it.''3 


The reality of infidelity is a cosmic principle, the consuming divine wrath 
that eventually makes annihilation possible. We do find, however, that 
Ruzbihan is relatively indifferent to outward religious distinctions; one 
of the experiences that he records is the “revelation of the unknown 


pill she can pas Higeae Boho 


RUZBIHAN BAQLI 91 


knowledge, in which one sees all of creation in paradise, faithful and in- 
fidel and sinner.”!!4 

On the subject of martyrdom and the fulfillment of the law, Ruz- 
bihan has developed a significantly different position from the previous 
Sufis in this tradition. Hallaj deliberately sought martyrdom, and he ap- 
proved of the religious zeal that put him on trial to uphold the shari‘ah. 
“Ayn al-Qudat also recognized the inevitability and necessity of his own 
approaching doom. With Ruzbihan, however, a note of protest is felt. 
He also sees the greatness and the inevitability of martyrdom, given the 
narrow understanding of the common people, but he cries out against the 
injustice of the persecution of the saints and the prophets. In a section 
entitled “The Persecution of the Folk,” he begins his lengthy diatribe 
thus: 


These mannerless ones of the day saw one thing and heard another, and in 
their misguidedness they killed some and burned others to death. Aspirants 
came to them, and aspirants fled in fear, “Thereby He leads many astray, 
and thereby He guides many” (Qur. 2.24). The detainees of time were busy 
reproaching and injuring; they thought it was faith and did not know that it 
was oppression. Inevitably the trap of affliction fell on those ardent ones, 
so that they were reduced to dust. These insolent fools from envy sought 
the blood of the light-spirited ones, and gave those pure ones of Gad into 
the hands of the impure mobs, so that those rightly-guided kings were 
wounded by the multitude. From the beginning to the end, these heavy 
souls, worshippers of robe and turban, have enviously turned upon the 
prophets and the saints with a bloody hand.'!5 


This lament, which in its vigorous protest recalls the tone of the Shi'i 
mourning over the martyred imams, introduces a description of sixteen 
prophets and a total of forty saints, and a detailed analysis of their 
persecutions, which will be discussed in the next chapter. 

The reason why Ruzbihan protests against the persecutions of the 
saints is, I think, related to his renunciation of the path of blame 
(malamah). Blaming oneself, says Ruzbihan, is an act of idolatry, since it 
amounts to ascribing to oneself the responsibility for one’s destiny.''® 
The extremely subtle form of ego that is set up by courting blame is seen 
in the figure of Iblis in Hallaj’s Kitab al-Tawasin. Ruzbihan comments, 
“that which Iblis said on top of Sinai was all deception, pretension, and 
fraud, although it might be said to resembie the state of the self-blamers 
(malamatiyan).”!'7 Many Sufis (e.g., Hujwiri) realized that the con- 
spicuous effrontery so natural to the practitioner of blame could easily 
become a perverse pre-occupation with one’s (ill)-repute. By removing 
this incentive to blameworthy action, Ruzbihan has removed the main 
stimulus for the enthusiastic seeking-out of martyrdom. In other 
respects, Ruzbihan was a firm upholder of the law and the sunnah, and 
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he was the author of several treatises on law, jurisprudence, and creeds, 
of which only a few fragments survive.''® He sharply attacks the licen- 
tious “traitors to Sufism” who “do not know the shariat of 
Muhammad,” but fill their bellies and satisy their lusts while pretending 
to piety; according to the shath of Abu al-Khayr al-Tinati, most of the 
inhabitants of hell are pretenders of this type.''® In Ruzbihan’s view of 
martyrdom and the law, justice and propriety loom larger, now that the 
bizarre urge to self-blame has been disciplined. This defensive attitude 
regarding persecutions of the saints confirms, moreover, our earlier 
remarks about the apologetic aim of his commentary on shathiyat. 

Ruzbihan summarizes the relationship between faith and infidelity 
in a complex passage that recapitulates the spiritual path outlined above, 
from faith to unknowing to gnosis. This takes the form of a commentary 
on Hallaj’s saying on the gnostic (‘arif) who could not become faithful 
until he became an infidel: 


Faith is infidelity, in oneness (wahdah), since it is a sign of the temporal in 
the eternal. It (faith) is connected with externa! closeness, but it is far from 
reality. Infidelity is faith, in the reality of tawhid, because it is confession 
(igrar) by unknowing, and unknowing is the real truth (hagq-i haqq) for 
created existence....He (the gnostic) did not discern except after 
unknowing; he was not confounded in unknowing except after gnosis. 
Faith is the infidelity of infidelity, and infidelity is the infidelity of faith. 
This is the state of the temporal in the eternal, for ever and ever.!?° 


This statement is framed in terms of Junayd’s definition of tawhid, “the 
assertion of divine unity is isolation of the eternal from the temporal.” 
The significance of this exposition, unsystematic though it may be, is 
that here faith and infidelity are always part of one another. This is the 
inevitable condition of the relation between the creature and the creator, 
and it persists up to the very highest level of existence. A further hint of 
this is found in one of Ruzbihan al-Baqli’s most interesting works, a 
recently edited treatise called Mashrab al-Arwah, “The Spirits’ Font,’ 
which is devoted to a description of the one thousand one and stages (rma- 
gamat) of the spiritual path. Beginning with the pre-creational ex- 
periences of disembodied spirits, it pursues an odyssey through all the 
different classes of wayfaring until it culminates in the experience of 
divine lordship (rabbaniyah) and knowledge of the universal names of 
God. From the point of view of this study, it is extremely interesting to 
see that stage number 990, eleven stages short of the goal, is “the falling 
away of the traces of kufr and islam from the heart.” This is explained as 
follows: 


When he falls in the sea of the realities of Lordship and he knows the paths 
of the unknowings of eternity, then by the quality of immersion in the 
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waves of essential union, the traces of infidelity and submission fall away 
from his heart. He sees the onrush of the outflow of the eternal Will in 
every atom. He sees the Doer and the deed as one, in reality. Saith the 
gnostic: when he tastes the sweetness of union, the trace falls away from 
him, and he knows that the two (infidelity and submission) have no effect 
on the state of being God’s chosen (al-istifa’iyah).'?! 


This is clearly felt to be on the verge of union with God, a state of exalta- 
tion and near-ultimacy. Still, mystical infidelity, though it may lead to 
the very threshold of union, is nonetheless only the attitude of a creature 
in duality; infidelity is still a word of blame, as faith (or submission) is a 
word of praise, and reality is beyond them both. When the creature looks 
back on its own nature and antecedents, it realizes that all it ever was, 
and all it ever saw, was nothing but infidelity. 

Ruzbihan’s insight into the infidel nature of all existence is expressed 
in the form of a shath that occurs in the midst of his Qur’anic commen- 
tary: 


“He is not pleased with kufr in His servants” (Qur. 39.7) . . . And on this 
verse, by way of shath: God most high has made infidelity nothing, and has 
explained that there is no infidelity for anyone between heaven and earth. 
How could there be infidelity when God is not pleased with infidelity in 
anyone? In this way, infidelity has departed from our midst, for pleasure is 
His eternal Attribute; otherwise infidelity would have abided in eternity. 
Infidelity will not ever exist. . . . The explanation of that is that the reality 
of infidelity exists in His creation.+2? 


(Infidelity exists only on the level of the creation, not on the level of the 
divine reality (though it is dependent on God as is all else). It does not ex- 
ist in the absolute reality, but it is the ineradicable taint of all created ex- 
istence. 


Creation, in the beginning of the act of creating, was “approved 
(mustahsan)” in (the state of) essential union (ayn-i jam). To become 
other than that, (to fall) from its own place, in reality is infidelity, even 
though it is (to enter) into the forms (decreed) by the command (of 
God).'?3 


Any falling away from that primordial unity acquires otherness, 
and hence is infidelity; only complete self-annihilation can conquer it. 
Finally we see infidelity as the last and most transparent veil between 
the spirit and God. In a small treatise entitled Sharh al-Hujub wa al- 
Astar (“Commentary on the Veils and Coverings”), Ruzbihan gives a 
mystical explanation of the seventy veils between God and man, alluded 
to in a well-known hadith. In the sixty-ninth of the seventy veils, we find 
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a curious twist on the whole subject of infidelity, that gives it the last 
push of self-transcendence. 


Then is the station of unification (ittihad), of which the beginning is an- 
nihilation (fana’), the middle subsistence (baqa’), and the end essential 
union (‘ayn al-jam’*). Annihilation is the veil of subsistence, and subsistence 
is the veil of annihilation, but essential union is pure unification. The ap- 
pearance of God (zuhur al-haqgq) from this (station) is by the quality of 
essential manifestation (bi-na‘t ‘ayn al-tajalli), which, in the experience of 
tawhid, is the infidelity of reality. That is the greatest veil in gnosis, and the 
sixty-ninth veil.'24 


Here the technical terms for the highest spiritual experiences are all sum- 
marized as “the infidelity of reality.” How far can the nuances of these 
terms be pushed? We cannot be too precise, but in these phenomena on 
the threshold of unity there is a sense of the surge of transcendence, an 
ever-living power in us that is invoked under the condemned name of in- 
fidelity. 
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THE SPIRIT AND 
THE LETTER 





The nascent Sufi movement arose in a society of great complexity, in 
which religious and intellectual currents of widely divergent character 
mingled together. Aside from the many traditions of the ancient world, a 
wide variety of schools had developed within the Islamic fold. The 
political vicissitudes of the “Abbasi caliphate added to the uncertainty of 
the times, as one or another sect gained official approval. The caliphs al- 
Ma’mun, al-Mu'tasim, and al-Wathiq (218-234/833-848) established an 
inquisition in an attempt to enforce universal acceptance of the Mw tazili 
dogma that the Qur’an is created and not co-eternal with God. This 
followed the precedent of the inquisition established fifty years previous- 
ly against the zindigs, a class which included dualistic ascetics, crypto- 
Manichaeans, and irreligious poets like Bashshar.'! Victims of these 
purges received punishments ranging from banishment and imprison- 
ment to execution. From a very early period, ascetics had been regarded 
with suspicion by the authorities (e.g., ‘Amir ibn “Abd al-Qays, banished 
to Syria by the caliph ‘Uthman), and in the tense doctrinal and political 
atmosphere of ‘Abbasi Baghdad, a number of Sufis were prosecuted by 
the state for religious reasons. In this chapter, our first task will be to ex- 
amine the issues raised in the trials of three Sufis, Abu al-Husayn al-Nuri 
and Hallaj (both in ‘Abbasi Baghdad) and ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani 
(under the Saljug Turks in Western Iran). Our aim is to establish the 
precise charges involved, the political influences brought to bear on the 
cases, and the legality of the trials. The purpose of this investigation is to 
analyze the tension between the spirit and the letter in those cases of 
greatest apparent conflict, in which mystics were put on trial and 
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sometimes executed by the state with juristic approval. This will provide 
more precise grounds than are usually available for questioning the 
assumption that mysticism is inevitably in deadly conflict with the law. 
Second, we shall discuss ecstatic sayings (in particular those involving 
faith and infidelity) from the viewpoint of the main legal interpretations, 
which typically found expression in the heresiographic terms “incarna- 
tionism” and “libertinism.” Reflection on the process of dogmatization 
which these terms involved will permit an examination of the different 
types of interpretation pursued by the mystics and the jurists. Of special 
interest here is the chain of legal reasoning that can define ecstatic ut- 
terances as an offence punishable by death. Finally, some attention will 
be given to the Sufi interpretation of the continual persecutions of Sufis 
in Islamic society, and the rise of an historiography of martyrdom. 
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Three Sufi Trials 





1. ABU AL-HUSAYN AL-NURI 


A Sufi of Iranian origin, Nuri (d. 295/907) was one of the most emi- 
nent mystics of Baghdad. He transmitted Aadith from Sari al-Saqati and 
knew both Kharraz and Junayd. Sarraj said, “he was one of the ecstatics, 
one who makes subtle allusions; much that he says is difficult, and he has 
written many poems which he has ladled out, as it were, from a great 
ocean.”? He was also quite fearless, and did not hesitate to put himself 
into situations of great danger if his principles demanded it; to conquer 
fear of lions, he lived in the jungles along the Tigris where lions roamed. 
He was one of those mystics who saw affliction as a sign of closeness to 
God, and he seemed to seek it out as a special blessing. His testament to 
his disciples, containing ten articles, shows his strict regard for the 
shari-ah.‘ 

Nuri was not the only one on trial; the charge of zandaqah had been 
levelled at several of the Baghdadian Sufis. The charge was raised against 
them by one Ghulam Khalil (d. 275/888), a strict Hanbali who would not 
permit the slightest variation from the usage of the Prophet and the com- 
panions. He rejected any attempt at introducing new terminology for 
theological discussion, and refused to consider any description of God 
that was not given in the Qur’an. Thus when he heard that Nuri had said, 
“I love God and He loves me,” Ghulam Kahlil was enraged, for he con- 
sidered those who speak of “desire” and “love” to be no better than 
adulterers.’ He convinced the regent al-Muwaffaq (who ruled for his 
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brother, the titular caliph al-Mu‘tamid) that Nuri and his companions 
were zindigs and must be killed. Apparently the sentence was decided im- 
mediately, without trial, since the executioner was summoned to behead 
the Sufis. Nuri stepped in front of his friends and asked the executioner 
to kill him first. When the amazed headsman asked why, Nuri replied 
that his rule was to give preference (ithar) to his friends’ lives over his 
own, even to the extent of these few moments. The headsman stopped 
the proceedings and al-Muwaffaq cancelled his orders, belatedly sum- 
moning a jurist to examine the Sufis. This jurist was the Maliki scholar 
Isma‘il ibn Ishaq al-Jahdami (d. 282/895), qadi of Baghdad.* He ex- 
amined them on matters of ritual purity and prayer, which were 
answered quite properly, but then Nuri began to speak to him of the 
devotees “who see by God and hear by God.” Hearing this, the qadi 
wept, and reported back to the caliph that “if these people are zindigs, 
there is no monotheist on earth!”’ The Sufis were spared, but Nuri was 
exiled to Raqqa, several hundred miles up the Euphrates in Syria whence 
he returned some years later, much deteriorated physically.* That is the 
kernel of the story of Nuri’s trial, which took place probably in 266/878.° 

There are several loose ends to the story, however, Our sources in- 
form us of other conversations said to have taken place with the caliph. 
According to Sulami, the sultan (sic) asked Nuri and the others whence 
their food came, perhaps wondering if they were vegetarians 
(Manichaeans) or ate unlawful meat. Nuri answered, “We know no 
(mediate) causes by which sustenance is provided; we are a people guided 
(by God.”!° Here Nuri affirms the Sufi practice of trust in God (fawak- 
kul). Sarraj adds much more detail. He says that when Nuri was called 
on to explain his saying, “I love (a shuqu) God and He loves me (va shu- 
quni),” he replied, “I have heard God—His remembrance is ex- 
alted —say, ‘He loves them and they love Him (yuhibbuhum wa yuhib- 
bunahu, Qur. 5.59),’ and passionate love (‘ishg) is not greater than 
serene love (mahabbah), except that the passionate lover ( ashiq) is kept 
away, while the serene lover (muhibb) enjoys his love.”''! In other words, 
Nuri is using a non-Quranic term to describe his own experience of a 
stage of love and yearning for God, which does not yet approach to the 
ideal of closeness that he sees in the Qur’an.!2 

In addition, Sarraj relates another incident that was brought up in 
the trial (shahidu ‘alayhi). Nuri once heard a mu’adhdhin give the call to 
prayer, and replied, “A curse, and deadly poison!” But when he heard a 
dog bark, he said, “Here am I! Blessings to You!”!3 In the trial, Nuri ex- 
plained that he had acted this way because of jealousy. The mu‘adhdhin 
was only reciting the name of God for his pittance of a salary, unaware 
that by his chanting he was laying up treasure in heaven. Nuri’s jealousy 
was then the divine jealousy that does not tolerate adoration of any save 
God. Nuri had regarded the dog’s bark as a suitable invocation of God, 
since “there is nothing that does not glorify Him with His praise, but you 
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do not understand their glorification” (Qur. 17.46). Unlike the 
mu’adhdhin, God’s creatures praise him without hypocrisy and seek no 
recompense, and hence are more worthy of praise. Sarraj then gives 
another story which is not confirmed by other sources. “On another oc- 
casion, Nuri was brought to the caliph, and they testified against him 
that he had said, ‘Last night I was in my house with God.’” Nuri admit- 
ted this, and explained that he was now with God, as were they all, in this 
world and the next, for “We are closer to him (man) than the jugular vein” 
(Qur. 50.15). The caliph extended the hand of protection to Nuri and 
told him to say what he liked; Nuri then said things that had never been 
heard before, and the caliph and all those present wept and praised 
Nuri.'* This account may be a doublet of the original trial scene (with 
lavish praise for the Sufi by the court), so it may have to be rejected as 
unauthentic. 

There are, however, two other stories about Nuri and the later 
caliph, al-Mu tadid. Nuri one day saw a man bringing sealed jars into the 
palace, and when he learned that they contained wine for the royal table, 
he smashed the jars to bits. The enraged Mu tadid summoned Nuri, and 
demanded to know who had made Nuri muhtasib (censor of morals). 
Nuri fearlessly told him, “He who appointed you to be imam appointed 
me to be censor!” This remark shocked the caliph sufficiently to awaken 
his conscience. Now subdued, he asked Nuri what he desired. Nuri re- 
quested exile. When about to smash the last jar of wine, he had started to 
think about his own importance instead of God’s will, so he asked the 
caliph for this punishment. This incident probably took place around 
283/896.'5 In another anecdote, Sarra} mentioned that the wazir of al- 
Mu tadid gave Nuri a large sum of money, “in order to cut him off from 
the Sufis.” This may have been connected with the incident of the wine, if 
the wazir hoped by bribing Nuri to avoid a public protest by piety- 
minded elements. Nuri distributed the money to all comers, and then lec- 
tured those who accepted it on the non-spiritual nature of money. '® 

Finally, the story has it that Ghulam Khalil was said to have been in- 
spired to bring charges against the Sufis by a woman who had fallen in 
love with the Sufi Sumnun al-Muhibb, but had been repulsed by him. 
Knowing of Ghulam Khalil’s antipathy to the Sufis, she went to him and 
informed against the Sufis, claiming that she had participated in orgies 
with them.'’ Although the scorned woman’s accusation is a stock ele- 
ment in popular stories, such an incident might explain the warning of 
Ghulam Khalil, “Beware lest you sit with anyone who claims desire 
(shawgq) or love (mahabbah) and who goes off alone with women. . . .”!8 

How valid were the charges against Nuri? The first, zandaqah, was 
clearly a catch-all term for heresy deemed dangerous by the state. Nuri 
was not a Manichaean or a crypto-Shi'i, nor was he lax in ritual. One 
specific crime that Ghulam Khalil seems to have had in mind was innova- 
tion (bid ah) in speaking of God, which in itself is not a capital crime. 
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This particular insovation, however, ascribed passionate love to God, 
amd the suspicion had been planted that Nwri and Summun were illicitly 
involved with women. In this case sandegah could refer to the pre- 
Ishamic heresy of Mardak, who preached (according to his enemies) com- 
mon ownership of property and women; this movernent had been 
ruthlessly suppressed in 528 A_D. and was still a by-word in Islamic 
times.'* Although Nuri's saying on loving God has been traced back to 
the respected ascetic al-Masan al-Baszi,"* there is evidence that some of 
the carly Sufis had been classed as zindags for similar ideas. al- 
Khushaysh al-Nisa’i (d. 253/867), a Hanbali scholar, wrote one of the 


whom he called “spiritual” (ruhariveh). The second of these subsects is 
of particular interest: 


Among them @ a growp of sperituals who chain that the howe (Aut) of God 
overpowers their hearts, their desires, and thelr will, so that lowe of Him 
becoaaes (he seoat powerful thing for them. When their araation is thus, in 
this position they receive friendatep (Aeullad) with God. He allows ther to 
commit theft, adultery, wine-drinking, and fornication ie the spirit of the 
friendship which exists between them and God. Not char these inings are 
lawful —it is in the spirit of friendship, as a friend is allowed to take from 
has friend's belongings without permimion. Among them are Rabah and 
Kulayb, Doth of whoa affirm this and urge &.!" 


Rabah ab-Qaysi (¢. 195/810) was one of the Sufis of Basra, a contern- 
porary of Rabi ah. Regardless of the accuracy of Khushaysh’s report, it 
is imteresting to potice that some carly Sufis were accused of licen- 
tiousness in connection with their affirmation of the love of God. The 
description of the “spirituals,” and the same itself, are remarkably 
similar to the reports of the Brethren of the Free Spirit in medieval 


The other charge against Nuri mentioned by Sarra) was that he said, 
“A curse, and deadly poison!” to the muedhdiin who was giving the call 
to prayer, and then said, “Here am | (dobbervk)!” to a barking Gog. Ruz- 
bihan recorded several similar incidents, in which someone experienced 
the presence of God in some living creature. Abu Hamzah shouted ab- 
bay to the bleating goat that Muhasibi was about to kill for ther diner, 
and once while preaching, Abu Hamzah heard a raven caw, and to it also 
he replied, “fabhopt!”?? One Sufi saw God's presence in a brook running 
over a lawn.’’ This type of behavior has been termed Aulw!, “indwelling.” 
by the beresiographers, who saw it as equivalent to the Christian term 
“incarnation” (Greek enoikesis). We shall return to this topic in desail 
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later, but for now it should be pointed out that the incidents referred to 
are not part of a systematic doctrine of indwelling divinity borrowed 
from Christianity, but the expression of a sudden and intimate ex- 
perience of God, as Nuri eloquently explained. The preponderance of the 
evidence indicates that Nuri and his companions were arrested on 
trumped-up charges of licence (ibahah) and incarnationism (Aulul) based 
on suspicion and hearsay. 

The tense political situation in Baghdad doubtless contributed to an 
atmosphere in which the government acted on accusations of heresy 
without delay. During these years the Saffari governors of Iran revolted 
and later tried to conquer Iraq. The Turkish garrisons had brought about 
anarchy in the caliphate a few years previously, so that four different 
caliphs ruled in the space of ten years (247/861-256/870). Then for over a 
decade, the rebellion of the black slaves (the Zanj) in Basra created fur- 
ther turmoil. Outlying sources of revenue were unreliable, and the 
authority of the caliph was in question. Under such circumstances it is 
perhaps natural that strange religious expressions should be suspected 
of having revolutionary content. The conduct of the trial, moreover, was 
so summary as to lack procedure entirely. The initiation of the trial and 
the decision were made strictly on an ad hoc basis, in which personal con- 
siderations were uppermost. Thus Ghulam Khalil impetuously raised the 
charge of zandaqah on the word of one informer, and he was able to in- 
terest al-Muwaffaq through his close relationship with the regent’s 
mother, Ashar.24 The executioner was the one who halted the pro- 
ceedings when he saw the generous sacrifice of Nuri for his brethren, and 
only after Nuri’s act had been reported to al-Muwaffaq did a qualified 
jurist enter on the scene. The reason for the ensuing sentence of exile for 
Nuri is not clear; was it the caliph who banished Nuri, as an example to 
all non-conformists? This was evidently not an ordinary shar‘i law court, 
and there is every indication that the institution of the extraordinary 
court (mazar al-mazalim) was quite disorganized at this time.?5 It was 
normally supervised by the wazir, but in this case, the wazir, Isma‘il ibn 
Bulbul, was not involved. On the accession of the next caliph, 
al-Mu tadid, in 278/891, the wazir was immediately put to death himself 
on the charge of zandagah (in reality for having offended al-Mu tadid 
some years previously).2© Heresy trials could be very political indeed. In 
Nuri’s case the legal process depended entirely on the whims of the ruler 
and those who had his ear. 

Let us note, finally, that Nuri’s manner of death was completely in 
accord with his life-long ideal of love. Hearing some verses on love, he 
became completely absorbed in his Beloved, and wandered through the 
countryside. He cut his feet badly on a reed-bed, and died from the 
wounds a few days later.?’ 
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The case of Halilaj is somewhat more complicated than Nuri’s, for 
religious, political, and personal reasons, and there is a far more abun- 
dant documentation for Hallaj as well. The sources have been analyzed 
with great care by Massignon, who presented his conclusions in two 
lengthy chapters of La Passion de Hallaj.2* We will summarize here the 
remarkable researches of Massignon, at the same time taking care to con- 
sult the primary evidence. 

Hallaj had been a disciple of Nuri for a time, before Nuri’s trial, and 
the example of Nuri was surely a prominent one for the young Hallaj. 
Hallaj’s first encounter with the authorities was in some ways a repetition 
of Nuri’s first trial. The charge against him evidently concerned his view 
that there could be love between man and God. Sometime after Hallaj’s 
return from a two-year stay in Mecca, in 292/904, the Maliki qadi of 
Baghdad, Abu ‘Umar, consulted Ibn Da’ud, son of the founder of the 
Zahiri rite, for his opinion of Hallaj. The latter delivered the following 
decision (fatwa): “If that which God revealed to His Prophet is true, and 
that which he brought is true, then that which al-Hallaj says is false.”?9 
Ibn Da’ud was vehement in this assertion, and he further stated that it 
was lawful to put Hallaj to death.*° The fatwa tersely accused Hallaj of 
giving the lie to God and the Prophet, without stating the precise 
grounds, but it is most likely that Ibn Da’ud criticized Hallaj for publicly 
preaching that one could love God.?! 

Ibn Da’ud considered himself a great authority on love, having writ- 
ten the Kitab al-Zahrah as a poetic anthology expounding the theory of 
“chaste love (hubb ‘udhri)” based on a “platonic” conception of Arabic 
love poetry. In his view, love is a fatal disease closely related to melan- 
choly, which a noble nature will endure without yielding to it. Ibn Da’ud 
specifically reproaches the Sufis for daring to aim their love at God.?? In 
the absence of any stronger evidence, the suggestion that divine love was 
the issue should be accepted. We do not know precisely what Hallaj was 
saying publicly about love, but we do know that he was publicly calling 
the people to God, and we have his long description of divine love “in the 
language of shath” and a list of ascending stations (mmaqgamat) concluding 
in “mad love (walah),” which claims to attain to God.33 Ibn Da’ud also 
made a list of the eight stages of love, culminating in the same term, 
walah, which for him serves to indicate the incurable delirium wrought 
by love.34 Clearly the two men held opposite points of view. For the 
Zahiri school, to attribute love to God was sheer anthropomorphism 
(tashbih), hence Ibn Da’ud’s fatwa. 

This decision was not the final word for Hallaj, however; the qadi 
Abu ‘Umar also consulted the Shaffi jurist Ibn Surayj, whose school 
recognized the need for interpretation, unlike the literalist Zahiris. Ibn 
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Suray}’s reply was brief: “He is a man whose spiritual state is hidden 
from me. Therefore I will say nothing concerning him.”35 Not willing to 
rule out all changes from traditional vocabulary, Ibn Surayj accepted the 
possibility of a legitimate spiritual state (Aa/), but disqualified himself 
from judging Hallaj because of his inability to grasp the source of his 
words. Later Sufi tradition expanded this laconic opinion, as in this ver- 
sion ascribed to Wasiti: 


I said to Ibn Surayj, “What do you say about Hallaj?” He said, “When I see 
that he knows the Qur’an by heart and is learned in it, is skillful in 
jurisprudence, learned in Aadith, sayings and prophetic examples, is one 
who fasts continually, and stands in the night preaching and weeping and 
saying words that I do not understand, then I cannot judge that he is an in- 
fidel,”36 


Here Hallaj’s piety and learning are considered to be sufficient to ex- 
onerate him from any charge of infidelity. While this account, to judge 
from the admiring detail, was probably retouched by Hallaj’s followers, 
it is curious to note that in one of the two manuscripts, Ibn Surayj seems 
to be privately admitting to Wasiti that he understands and approves of 
Hallaj’s language: “saying words that I do understand... .”3’ This 
variant indicates the importance that Sufis assigned to Ibn Surayj’s fat- 
wa, Ruzbihan also quotes the fatwa in this form, and adds, “thus it is 
with a learned man whose soul is informed of the hidden secrets; he 
knows that (Husayn) is a lover in His court, and that his words are 
beyond the beyond.”3* Although the evidence does not allow us to see 
Ibn Surayj as a partisan of Hallaj, his abstention was a highly significant 
action in the determination of legal jurisdiction over Sufism, as will be 
seen below. With such a statement from an eminent jurist, the pro- 
ceedings against Hallaj collapsed at this time, and lay in abeyance for 
several years. This was more of a judicial skirmish than an actual trial. 

The first real trial began around 298/911, when four of Hallaj’s 
disciples were arrested in Baghdad, on the charge of following one who 
claimed divine lordship (rububiyah).39 Although the charge named Ibn 
Bishr (himself a disciple of Hallaj) as the ringleader, there was evidently 
a hunt for Haliaj in progress, for the Shi'i wazir Ibn al-Furat appointed 
his secretary to run Hallaj to ground. Another Hallajian, Dabbas, was 
imprisoned, but was granted freedom on the condition that he turn 
police spy and help track Hallaj. Meanwhile Hallaj was in hiding in 
Ahwaz with friends, where he was discoveed in 301/913 by a caliphal 
post agent. He was accused by the governor, Rasibi, of “claiming divine 
lordship and preaching incarnationism (hu/u/).” Interestingly, it was the 
Shi'i financiers of Ahwaz who urged Rasibi to take this course of action.*° 
The governor of Wasit, Hamid (who as wazir would later preside over 
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Halla}’s last trial) came to meet the prisoner and coeduct him to Wasit. 
Either at Wasit, or possibly in both Wasit and Ahwaz, he interrogated 


camel, while a crier announced, “bebold the apostle of the Qarmatss.” 
He was then examined by the piows and cultured wazir Ali iba ‘Isa. Cer- 
tain suspiious-looking documents on Chimese paper had been found in 
his possession, but the wazir apparently found them to be nonsensical, as 
he told Halla} to remedy his deficiencies in religious and literary culture: 
“Learn your legal duties, and purification, which will be of more use to 
you than treatises in which you say things you ksow nothing of. How 
often have you written to the people — woe unto you! — “Blessed be the 
Master of the respiendant light in resplendance’? This shows that you 
have need of some education.“’’ The phrase “resplendent light” («ur 
sha’ sha’ ani) does not occur in Hallaj's writings in precisely this form, but 
it is a characteristic term mm the Qarmati gnostic vocabulary, which Hallaj 
introduced into Sufism in a modified form. The fact that the wazir was 
$0 lenient im his critkism means that be respected the verdict of Ibn 
Surayj, who was his own spiritual adviser. Thes he refrained from order- 
ing « heresy trial, Dut he wemt along with the caliphal police, and ordered 
that Malla) undergo a minor penishment. Hallaj was pilloried publicly 
for four days, while again a crict announced, “Behold the apostle of the 

!" Afterward, Hallaj was imprisomed, and there be remained 
until his fimal trial began sewen years later. It is worth moting that this en- 
tire process took place without the presence of any religious jurists; the 
officials of the secular arm had complete charge, im an atmosphere where 
Shi i sympathaes played a dominant though covert role. 

Im the following years Halla} remained imprisoned, mostly in the 
palace, where his supporters included the chamberlain Nasr al-Qushuri, 
the queen mother Shaghab, and the Sunni secretary al-Hamd al-Quana'i; 
presumably it was due to this sepport that he was not prosecuted again 
when Ibn ab-Purat regained the wazirate in 304/916-306/918. The reason 
for this imprisonment is not clear — perhaps to keep a charismatic figure 
under control, perhaps to protect him from Shi i enemies, For a time he 
wore heavy chains, bat at other times he lived in comfort. The officials 
were divided in their attitudes toward Halla). During this time a financier 
and one-time Sufi named ‘Awariji wrote a book on “The Miracles of 


that Hallaj claimed divinity was based on the belief that he had performed 
the miracles of giving life and death.** Yet it was mot until 309/922 that a 
decisive action was taken. Halla) had been active during this time, 
writing some of the material later assembled a5 the Tawasin. Somehow 3 
Quranic commentary (faftir) in bis handwriting was shown to Ibn Mu- 
jahid, bead of the Qur'an-reciters’ guild, Having noticed several 
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suspicious phrases mentioning “gods (alihah)” and “lords (arbab),” Ibn 
Mujahid (now spiritual adviser to “Ali ibn ‘Isa since the death of Ibn 
Surayj) turned the book over to ‘Ali ibn ‘Isa. The latter, now vice-wazir 
under Hamid, was also shocked at the contents of this work, and had 
Hallaj’s books seized. Several of his disciples were also arrested, and 
other writings were discovered, among them a book on “The Secret of 
the God (sirr al-ilah),” which contained “more impiety, corporealism, 
and heresy than the tongues of the faithful could tell.”43 At this point the 
caliph, al-Muqtadir, intervened personally, and over the objections of 
the chamberlain Nasr turned Hallaj over to the chief wazir Hamid, who 
had brought Hallaj to trial in 301/913. Since neither the complete Qur’an 
commentary nor the other book have survived, it is difficult to tell what 
theses were under attack. In one of his prayers Hallaj used the phrases 
“God of gods (ilah al-alihah)” and “Lord of lords (rabb al-arbab),” which 
reportedly had been used already by Ibrahim ibn Adham (d. ca. 
160/776); Hallaj employed these phrases in the most direct kind of 
shath.44 Probably Massignon is right in saying that Hallaj was accused 
because of the “theory of the witness,” according to which the divinized 
human becomes the earthly witness of divinity, speaking with the voice 
of God. Now under Hamid, the final trial began. 

The main task of the investigators was to find some evidence in 
Hallaj’s papers that would justify sentencing. Having assembled the 
judges and jurists, Hamid said to them, “what do you say about klling 
him, although he was uttered both confessions of faith?” When they 
replied that this was not possible without a proof acknowledged by 
Hallaj, Hamid authorized a thorough examination of Hallaj’s papers. 
The historical sources tell of a number of pieces supposedly found 
among these papers, of a missionary Shi'i, even Qarmati, character. 
Calligraphic designs in honor of “Ali, instructions on the gradual initia- 
tion of neophytes, praise of the Fatimi dynasty, as well as letters full of 
the most exaggerated epithets addressed to Hallaj—all these were said to 
be among these papers.*> This material, although it excited the suspi- 
cions of Hamid greatly, was not enough to convict Hallaj; he had made 
the confession of faith, and thus had to be regarded as a good Muslim 
until proven otherwise. The decision of Ibn Surayj was still effective. 

Meanwhile, Hallaj’s friend and fellow-Sufi Ibn ‘ Ata’ had roused the 
common people, who were ever ready to respond to the leaders of Han- 
bali pietism, and they took to the streets, praying against the persecutors 
of Hallaj.** For four days the processions continued, so that Hamid and 
the chief of police feared that the mob would break in and free the 
prisoner. Yet the wazir was able to summon Ibn ‘Ata’ to the trial as a 
witness, to comment on two other pieces of evidence found in Hallaj’s 
papers. First was a letter, written by Hallaj and beginning “From the 
Merciful, the Compassionate, to so-and-so.” Under interrogation, Hallaj 
had acknowledged that the letter was his. To this, the questioner 
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responded, “You were claiming to be a prophet, but now you claim 
divine lordship!” Hallaj replied, “I do not claim divine lordship; rather, 
this is ‘essential union’ in our terms. Can the writer be other than God? I 
and my hand are but tools in this.” When asked if any others supported 
him, Hallaj mentioned three Sufis, Shibli, Jurayri, and Ibn ‘Ata’, When 
summoned, the first two failed to approve the statement. Jurayri, a disci- 
ple of Junayd, said, “this man is an infidel, who should be killed along 
with whoever agrees with him.” Shibli, less firm, said, “he who says this 
should be stopped.” Ibn ‘Ata’, however, expressed his approval. At some 
point in the process Hallaj had been asked to write out a creed (i tigad), 
which had been judged unacceptable, and this too was given to Ibn ‘Ata’ 
to read. He said, “this creed is correct, and I believe in this creed. He who 
does not believe in this creed has no creed.” When the outraged wazir 
read this opinion, he challenged Ibn ‘Ata’. With incredible boldness, the 
Sufi replied, “what have you to do with this? Worry about the seizure of 
people’s property with which you involved, and oppressing them, and 
killing them! What have you to do with the sayings of these noble ones?” 
Hamid then ordered his guards to punish Ibn ‘Ata’, and they beat him to 
death with his own shoes.*’ 

For Hamid, who had complete control over the trial, it was a 
predetermined case. When he first saw Hallaj, he told him, “Don’t you 
know me? I took you prisoner at Dur al-Rasibi and brought you to 
Wasit. You told me once that you were the mahdi, and you told me 
another time that you were a pious man. You claim to worship God and 
enjoin what is approved, so how is it that after seing me, you are preten- 
ding to divinity?”4* But at last something appeared which provided 
Hamid with the evidence that he was looking for. A passage was found in 
which Hallaj advocated that those unable to make the pilgrimage to Mec- 
ca should build a replica of the Ka bah in a special room, circumam- 
bulate it on the appropriate days, and conclude by giving a feast for or- 
phans and clothing them. This would then be a substitute for the 
pilgrimage. The passage was read out loud, and we have the following 
account from Ibn Zanji, son of the wazir’s secretary, describing the in- 
vestigators’ reactions. 


And when my father read this section, the judge Abu ‘Umar (who had re- 
quested the verdict of Ibn Da’ud against Hallaj) turned to al-Hallaj and 
said to him, “Where did you get this?” He said, “From The Book of 
Sincerity by al-Hasan al-Basri.” Then Abu ‘Umar said to him, “You lied! 
Your blood may be shed! We heard The Book of Sincerity by al-Hasan al- 
Basri at Mecca, and there is nothing in it of what you said!” And when Abu 
“Umar said, “You lied! Your blood may be shed,” Hamid said to him, 
“Write this down!” But Abu “Umar was busy addressing Hallaj, while 
Hamid started asking him to write down what he had said, but he resisted 
him and kept busy (with Hallaj). Then Hamid put the inkpot right in front 
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of Abu ‘Umar and asked for paper (for him), which he nevertheless handed 
back. But Hamid urged his request for a written verdict with an insistence 
that would not be denied, and so he wrote down that his (Hallaj’s) blood 
could be lawfully shed, and after that (he wrote down) who who was pre- 
sent at the session. . . .*° 


Massignon questioned the veracity of Ibn Zanji’s version, saying that ac- 
cording to the two other accounts, the whole thing was staged in ad- 
vance. On this assumption, the judges would already have seen and 
discussed this piece of evidence, although Abu ‘Umar pretended to be 
Outraged on hearing Hallaj’s theory, ostensibly for the first time.°° A 
hereditary judge and a man “of doubtful integrity” according to 
Dominique Sourdel, Abu ‘Umar here played his part well, just as he con- 
tinued to adjust his opinions in later years for whomever was in power.*! 
Hallaj protested his innocence vigorously but uselessly. Hamid sent the 
signed fatwas to the caliph, requesting an immediate confirmation so 
that the execution could take place. There was, however, a delay of two 
days. The queen-mother tried to influence the caliph to block the execu- 
tion, but he finally approved it. Hamid had told him, “Commander of the 
faithful, if he is not put to death, he will change the religious law, and 
everyone will apostatize because of him. This would mean the destruc- 
tion of the state. Allow me to have him killed, and, if any evil conse- 
quence befall you, put me to death.”52 The result is well-known. The 
sentence was carried out two days later, when they gave Hallaj a thousand 
lashes (twice the number usually considered fatal), cut off his hands and 
feet, exposed him on the gibbet, burned his body, and cast his ashes into 
the Tigris. 


In glancing over the charges against Hallaj, one notices a con- 
siderable diversity in their composition, with a curious prominence given 
to “proofs” of crypto-Shi ism. From the first accusation by Ibn Da’ud, 
where love of God was the issue, to the first and second trials, the range 
of accusations is very wide: divine lordship (rububiyah), incarnationism 
(hulul), divinity (/ahiyah), prophecy (nubuwwah), all are supposed to 
have been claimed by Halla). The strangest charges of all are those that 
make Hallaj into a Shi'i missionary, preferably of the Qarmati variety. It 
is true that Hallaj used terms from the Isma ‘ili-Qarmati vocabulary, but 
this was probably necessary in order to communicate with the Arab 
population of Iraq, since most of the agricultural laborers around 
Baghdad were Qarmatis.*3 Far from being Shi'is, Hallaj and his 
followers were known for their devotion to Abu Bakr, whom extremist 
Shi'is curse for having usurped the caliphate from ‘Ali, More importantly, 
Hallaj’s teaching of personal unmediated contact with divinity was totally 
at odds with the hierarchical authority structure of the extremist Shiri 
groups. In fact, the prominence of Shi'is among Hallaj’s persecutors is 
quite evident; the financiers of Ahwaz, the wazir Ibn al-Furat, and the 
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prominent Shi'i scribes of the Baghdad administration all fit into this 
category. The bizarre part played by these sectarians seems to have been 
the attempt to discredit Hallaj by accusing him of their own Shi ‘i convic- 
tions. Families such as the Banu Nawbakht and Banu Furat had entren- 
ched themselves politically in a government the legitimacy of which they 
secretly denied. Their real allegiance was to the hidden Imam, or, in the 
extremist groups, to the incarnate deity. For them, Hallaj was repugnant 
both as a political usurper and as a spiritual leveller who would do away 
with the exclusive possession of saintship by the descendants of ‘ Ali. One 
example will suffice: the refined courtier, chess-player, and literary dilet- 
tante Suli ascribed to Hallaj a saying which is derived from the Nusayri 
litany in praise of the divinized ‘Ali, “I am the drowner of the people of 
Noah, and the destroyer of “Ad and Thamud.”*4 Suli goes on to describe, 
ironically, how the chamberlain Nasr tried to save Hallaj, a Sunni, from 
“the Shi i (rafidah) scribes who want to kill him.” Nasr only consented to 
the prosecution by Hamid when it was pointed out to him that the wazir 
Hamid was a Sunni.55 Suli knew quite well that Hamid consulted closely 
with Muhassin (son of Ibn al-Furat) and Shalmaghani, two heresiarchs 
of the most extreme Shi'i sect, the Mukhammisah. The accusations of 
Shi‘ism and Qarmati propaganda made against Hallaj were fabrications 
designed to excite prejudice against Hallaj and pave the way for his ex- 
ecution. In addition, there was a powerful faction covertly mobilizing 
itself against Hallaj as part of a court power-struggle. 

This brings us to the political situation. According to the historian 
Hamzah ibn Hasan al-Isfahani, the situation was critical. “For 177 years, 
the empire of the ‘Abbasis kept itself up . . . until the thirteenth year of 
the reign of Muqtadir . . . This was at the end of the year 308. At that 
time fighting and riots began in the capital, and the army and the citizens 
lost all respect for their rulers. The treasury was empty, and precious 
ancestral treasures were plundered. These disorders continued for 
twenty-five years in the capital of their empire.”** An Iranian Shi‘i, 
Hamzah saw the salvation of the ruined ‘Abbasi caliphate in the coup 
d’etat of the Shi'i Buwayhi dynasty in 334/945. The combination of 
bread riots due to artificial shortages, the peasant uprisings of the 
Daylamis in Iran, and the constant threat of the Qarmati groups in 
Arabia and Iraq were combining to create an enormous crisis. Within the 
administration there were two factions. One consisted of Sunni loyalists 
of the military and the administration. The other was made up of Iranian 
Shi'i financiers and certain Arab tribes. Hallaj, who was closest in spirit 
to Sunni pietism, recognized the legitimacy of the ‘Abbasi caliphate, and 
was therefore supported by the loyalists, who had already attempted a 
reform of the government in the tragic one-day caliphate (296/908) of 
Ibn al-Mu'tazz, with Hanbali support. Hallaj’s political involvement is 
shown also by the fact that he wrote treatises for the guidance of the 
wazir and on political theory for ‘Ali ibn “Isa and Nasr.*’? Although he 
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was protected by the caliphal faction during his imprisonment in the 
palace, Hallaj’s support was eroded when his theory of the replacement 
of the Aajj was represented to the caliph as, again, a Qarmati-inspired 
plot to abolish the pilgrimage rite.5* The situation was further exacer- 
bated by the mutual enmity of the different wazirs who served al- 
Muatadir (eleven wazirs were appointed during his twenty-five year 
reign). When one gained power, it was customary among the less 
scrupulous to ask the caliph for permission to torture the previous wazir 
into yielding up his illegally acquired wealth. The caliph usually acquiesced, 
on condition that he receive a substantial cut. In taking over the second 
trial of Hallaj in 309/922, Hamid saw a chance to ruin the vice-wazir * Ali 
ibn Isa, who had allowed only a mock-punishment for Hallaj in the 
earlier trial.*? A tangled web of personal vendetta, subversion of the 
state, and party factionalism overlay the affair of Hallaj. 

In terms of legal procedure, it should first of all be noted that Hallaj 
was evidently tried in an extraordinary court, the nazar al-mazalim. This 
was presided over by the wazir, with the assistance of military, financial, 
and secretarial officers, clerks, professional witnesses, and jurists. The 
secular officials were naturally selected by the wazir. The jurists in atten- 
dance at this particular trial, and the majority of the witnesses, were 
mainly of the Maliki school, since the Hanbalis boycotted the trial due to 
the murder of Ibn ‘Ata’, and the Shafi'is were not involved because of 
the suspended verdict of Ibn Surayj. Since the chief qadi of Baghdad, the 
Hanafi jurist Ibn Buhlul, ultimately refused to endorse the death warrant, 
the trial ended under Maliki supervision. The principal judge for this in- 
vestigation was, as we have seen, the Maliki qadi Abu ‘Umar. The 
Shafi'is viewed him as incompetent in his knowledge of Maliki 
jurisprudence, while the third wakil of the Twelver Shi ah, Ibn Rawh al- 
Nawbakhti, said of him, “I have never seen a man who, when utterly 
refuted, shrugs away the proof with such hypocrisy as he does.”6° The 
contemporary historian al-Tabari described Abu ‘Umar’s treachery in 
luring a prince to his execution under a false safe-conduct.*' In short, 
there were reasons for doubting this judge’s impartiality. Because of the 
abstention of the Hanbalis, Shafiis, and (to a certain extent) the 
Hanafis, the professional witnesses (shuhud) who signed the death- 
warrant were mainly of the Maliki school, along with some Zahiris and 
Mu tazilis. The number of the signatories is supposed to have been eighty- 
four, out of a pool of probably five hundred qualified, caliphally- 
appointed witnesses. From Hamid’s point of view, it was advan- 
tageous to have a court composed largely of adherents of the Maliki 
school, since in their view the apostate (murtadd) or heretic (zindiq) 
should be executed immediately, whereas the other schools generally 
allow a grace period of three days for recantation.*? The organization of 
the court, then, facilitated the production of a death-sentence without 
delay. The second point about the procedure of the trial is that the judg- 
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ment itself was reached by a certain amount of chicanery. Hallaj’s pro- 
position, again, was not a general abolition of the Aajj rites, but a 
substitution for those who were unable to perform pilgrimage otherwise. 
In view of such practices as vicarious pilgrimage (whereby one could per- 
form hajj on behalf of an incapacitated person), and the model of the 
Ka‘bah erected at Samarra by an earlier caliph for his Turkish troops, 
Hallaj’s recommendation was not as far-fetched as it might seem. Since 
in this ritual dispensation Hallaj altered the location of the rite while re- 
taining all the required actions, this is probably best viewed as an innova- 
tion (bid’ah) in legal terms, as a late Imami writer pointed out.*4 

The spiritualization of the ritual, the emphasis on intention, was ad- 
mittedly of a revolutionary character, but Hallaj’s teaching of the 
“eclipse of the intermediaries” was not designed to abrogate the outward 
performance of religious ritual. Many others had made similar sugges- 
tions about the Aajj, but Hallaj’s remarks were, in the words of Henri 
Laoust, “politically inopportune” because of the self-proclaimed plan of 
the Qarmatis to destroy the pilgrimage.** Thus Abu ‘Umar’s fatwa read: 
“This proposition is zandagah, which necessarily calls for capital punish- 
ment, for one need not invite the zindiq to recant.” On the other hand, 
the chief qadi [bn Buhlul said there were no grounds for execution, since 
even in terms of procedure, it had only been determined that the proposi- 
tion was recorded in one of Hallaj’s books, and his adherence to this idea 
had not yet been established.®* In other words, the legal requirement that 
Hallaj acknowledge the condemned view as his own had not been fulfilled. 
These reservations of the chief qadi of Baghdad, in addition to the sup- 
port of Hallaj by Ibn ‘Ata’, himself an eminent religious scholar, reveal 
that Hallaj’s execution could scarcely be considered as a decision by the 
consensus (ijma>) of all jurists. Thus, both the classification of the 
proposition as heresy and the determination of guilt were reached hastily, 
under considerable political pressure. The charge simply does not do 
justice to the real challenge posed to the community by Hallaj; the deeper 
reasons underlying his trial will be examined at the end of part III. Finally, 
a note on the barbaric manner of execution: the ordinary legal penalty 
for apostasy is execution by the sword, since most authorities agree that 
burning the apostate (as ‘Ali is reported to have done) is a usurpation of 
God’s punishment of the damned by fire in the next world, and “torture 
and cruel methods of execution are forbidden.”®’ Medieval rulers usually 
ignored this legality. 


3. “AYN AL-QUDAT 


The last of the cases we have to consider is that of ‘Ayn al-Qudat 
Hamadani, executed two centuries after Hallaj in 525/1131. In his case 
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we lack the eye-witness accounts thar are available for Halla}, The rele- 
vant historical data om this case have been collected by the Iranian 
scholar Rahin Farmanish in his monograph on “Ayn al-Qudat. This 
study, along with “Ayn al-Qudat's apologia, written im prison while he 
awaited execution, are our main sources of information.“ 

Already in his Tounbidat, written in $21/1127, ‘Ayn al-Qudat 
reveals that his activities have led to charges of pretension to divinity. 
The source of these accusations was an event, which he himself relates, in 
which he apparently wielded the power of life and death, 


| know you will have heard this story. One night | and my father and a 
group of the leaders of cur town were presen in the house of the Sufi 
master’s repecsentative (pngoddan). Then we began to Gance, and Abu 
Sa id Tirmidhi spoke a few verses. My father kooked on, and then said, “! 
have seen the master Imam Ahmad Obazali when he used to dance with us, 
and bis clothes were like thes and so,” and he showed them how, in an in- 
speed manner. Ade Sa ‘id said, “I cannot bear it!* Then be said, “I hong to 
die!" 1 spoke: “Die, Abu Sa id!” At that moment he became unconscious 
and died. Kaow that the suufti (juriconwelt) of the lime was present, and he 
said, “Simce you make the living dead, Dring the Gead to life!" 1 said, “Who 
is dead?” He replied, “Pagih Mahmed (= Abu Said Temidhi?).” | said, 
“Lord! Bring Fagih Mahmud to life!” At that moment he came to life.” 


This inckdent at an ecstatic stance (which may have been just a case of 
fainting) evidently led to reports that ‘Ayn al-Qudat claimed divinity, 
One of “Ayn al-Qudat's close disciples was Kamil al-Dawlah, a govern- 
ment official who lived in Baghdad. He wrote to his master that “in the 
city people say that “Ayn al-Qudat is claiming divinity.” to this ‘Ayn al- 
Quda adds, “and they are giving a jodicial decree (/arwe) for my execu- 
tion.”** People also called him a magician on account of his mirackes, but 
he regarded these phenomena as deeds done by God through him, just as 
in the Qur'anic accounts of Jesus’ miracies,"' Nonetheless, it appears that 
nothing was done about this charge at the time, since it would be another 
four years until his imprisonment. It is interesting that Hallaj was sup- 
posed to have performed the same miracie, and for just this reason was 
thought to have claimed divinity. Also in the Tamhidat, ‘Ayn al-Qudat 
reveals that his oppoments had accused hien of “incarnationisem (Auitwd),” 
a charge for which be has little respect, as he ironically twists it 
around to suit himself; “Alas for the power of the highwaymen of the 
day, the scholars full of ignorance, and the immature chikdren, who 
reckon me as of the style and price of incarnationism! | would sacrifice 
my life for such an incarnationism!”""* His opponents’ use of the term 
Awlul may be just a theological categorization of the claim to divinity, 
but ft obviously carried an odiwm theologicum. 
Another change made against ‘Ayn al-Qudai was the innovation of 
speaking of God im the language of the philosophers. One Badi’ 
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Mutakailim wrote to him that it was improper to use the Avicennian term 
“necessary existent” for God, because all the names of God are fixed by 
the Qur’an. Although this theologian is described as an opponent of 
“Ayn al-Qudat, their discussion had not reached the level of public ac- 
cusation, but was still being conducted privately, through corre- 
spondence. ‘Ayn al-Qudat replied, saying, “He is my Beloved, and | 
call him by whatever name | wish,” and appended the following quatrain: 


Sometimes I all you upright cypress, or full moon; 
or I call you musk-deer, fallen in the trap. 

Tell me, which of these three shall I call you? 
It is from jealousy that I do not want to say 
your name (lest others hear it)! 


It is said that the same Badi’ Mutakallim was later involved in bringing 
about ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s death, although this suggestion may be only a 
speculation based on the correspondence. 73 

While these charges were made unofficially by 521/1127, the actual 
trial of ‘Ayn al-Qudat that took place four years later used more specific 
accusations based on passages extracted from the philosophically 
oriented Zubdat al-Haqa’iq that he had written around 515/1121. These 
accusations fall into three categories: statements regarding prophecy, the 
assertion that one must follow a master (shaykh) for spiritual advance- 
ment, and philosophical and mystical statements on the nature of God. 
In the first category, ‘Ayn al-Qudat had argued against the philosophers 
that the state of prophecy should not be considered as the highest state of 
reason, but as a state beyond reason. Sainthood implies an intuition that 
transcends reason. Since the state of the prophet is higher than that of 
the saint, the state of prophecy must transcend reason even more. Ap- 
parently the objection to this sophisticated argument is that it will con- 
fuse the common people, since they are used to thinking that reason proves 
the truth of prophecy (as in ka/am theology). Thus the statement that 
prophecy is beyond reason may lead some people to lose faith in the 
message of the prophet.’74 The second category is the assertion of the 
necessity of the master. ‘Ayn al-Qudat cited with approval the saying of 
Bayazid, “He who has no shaykh has Satan for an imam,” but his 
enemies interpreted this as a piece of Shi'i propaganda. “The opponent 
has treated it as a teaching of those who speak of ‘instruction (fa ‘/im),’ 
and he understands by that the theory of the infallible imam... .”75 
“Ayn al-Qudat goes on to give proof of his innocence. Here we can 
recognize the same phenomenon that obtained in the case of Hallaj. 
Crypto-Shi'ism was a favorite way of discrediting one’s enemies. The 
third category, the philosophical and mystical descriptions of God, was 
interpreted by some adversaries as an inclination to the Aristotelian 
theory of the eternity of the world, supposedly implied by calling God 
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“the origin and source of all being.” ‘Ayn al-Qudat repudiates this inter- 
pretation, pointing out that be had refuted the Aristotelians in a long sec- 
tion of the Zwhdat al-Haga'iq."* 

Beyood these theologically phrased objections, ‘Ayn al-Qudat 
records an accusation that is based om his free utterance of ecstatic say- 
igs. “They have imputed to me the claim to prophecy also, on account 
of words from the technical vocabulary of the Sufis, sach as the words 
“becoming nothing’ and ‘annihilation.’””’ He records several of his say- 
ings, such as, “The power of primordial majesty dawned, and the pen re- 
mained, but the writer vanished,” “The cternal He-ness overcame me, 
and my temporal he-ness was wholly absorbed,” “If an atom of what 
passes between then manifested, the canopy and the throne woukd turn 
to sothingness.” His enemies claimed that such sayings were “infidelity, 
heresy, and claiming prophethood.”"* These sayings are nothing but 
shathiver. 

We have scarcely any other information on the trial itself. Proposi- 
tions were assembled by jurists, at the instance of the Saljuq wazir Abu 
al-Qasim Darguzini, whose enmity toward ' Ayn a)-Qudat will be discuss- 
ed below. Unfortunately the only detail available about the juristic con- 
duct of the trial is the attack on philosophic termimology by Badi’ 
Mutakallim. The principle upoa which this trial was based was Abu 
Hamid al-Ghazali's decree that upholders of the philosophic thesis of the 
eternity of the workd were liable to execution. The weakness of this 
charge has already been indicated by ‘Ayn al-Qudat's own refutation of 
the philosophic thesis. He also insists that everything in his writings s 
perfectly in accord with the view of al-Ghazali, whose brother Ahmad 
was his spiritual guide. The other charges are doubtless as ‘Ayn al-Qudat 
described them (the nature of prophecy, the need for a master, and 
philosophical descriptions of God). The wazir had ‘Ayn alb-Qudat bound 
and sent to Baghdad, where he was imprisoned for several months, long 
enough to write his apologia, the Shakwe al-Gherib. The trial took place 
in Baghdad, and after the death-warrant was arranged, ‘Ayn al-Qudat 
was semt back to Hamadan for execution. The sources all agree that he 
was gibbeted, probably meaning that he was hanged. The later 
biographkal works add bizarre and poignant details, saying that he was 
flayed alive and hanged in front of his own lecture hall,”* 

The execution of “Ayn al-Qudat is inexplicable without an 
understanding of the political context. To be sure, the motive of envy 
which he and his biographers impate to his enemies among the scholars is 
& believable and all-too-humen characteristic. “Ayn al-Qudal was a 
brillant young scholar (thirty three years old at his death), whose writings 
are of a profundity and delicacy seldom matched. His popularity was 
tremendous, and it is entirely reasonable 10 assume that less gifted and 
Jess successful religious scholars should have envied him. The power of 
execution was ot, however, in the hands of the ‘wlema’, As in the two 
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previous cases, here also no one could have initiated a trial without the 
backing of a high government official. In this case it was Abu al-Qasim 
Darguzini. Son of a peasant, he had entered the Saljuq bureaucracy and 
been promoted by “Ayn al-Qudat’s friend and supporter, ‘Abd al-* Aziz 
al-Mustawfi (“the fiscal officer”), who had actually saved Darguzini 
from execution in 515/1121. Thinking that he could safely manipulate 
Darguzini, “Abd al- Aziz had then urged Sultan Mahmud to appoint him 
wazir. The unscrupulous Darguzini soon established his own power, 
however, and he and ‘Abd al-' Aziz entered into a fatal power struggle. 
According to Carla Klausner, Darguzini “once again embarked upon a 
course of murder and bloodshed, attempting to exterminate the impor- 
tant and prominent men in the state, including qadis and members of the 
religious classes. . . . Darguzini’s primary goal was to dispose of ‘Abd 
al-‘Aziz who alone seemed to stand in the way of his assuming complete 
control,”8° Taking advantage of the established practice of bribery, 
Darguzini gave the Sultan 300,000 dinars in order to get ‘Abd al-' Aziz 
imprisoned; this money he then recouped by confiscating the property of 
“Abd al-*Aziz’s relatives, It was after the imprisonment of ‘Abd al-* Aziz 
that “Ayn al-Qudat’s trial commenced. Darguzini evidently feared that 
the popular ‘Ayn al-Qudat would rouse the public to free his former pro- 
tector “Abd al-Aziz, and perhaps oust Darguzini from office. A 
religious trial was the easiest way to get rid of “Ayn al-Qudat, so 
Darguzini sought out figures from the learned classes who would support 
his action.®! 

The final condition that created the atmosphere necessary for the ex- 
ecution of ‘Ayn al-Qudat was the extremely troubled religious situation. 
This was the time when the Nizari Isma‘ilis—the so-called 
Assassins — were at the height of their power, and had created an interna- 
tional terrorism, while at the same time the Crusaders were invading 
Syria and Palestine. Sectarian fighting had broken out between 
adherents of the Shafi'i and Hanafi legal schools in Isfahan, and riots 
had occurred in Baghdad, as in 521/1127 when a mob attacked an 
Ash‘ari preacher.*? The mood of the times can be judged from the 
remark of Abu Sa‘id al-Sam‘ani, on hearing of Ahmad al-Ghazali’s un- 
conventional teaching about Satan: “This is pure infidelity, which re- 
quires the shedding of blood and the destruction of souls, but none of the 
eminent people of that time approached God for the blood of this 
sinner,”®3 As Farmanish comments, this shows how common it was for 
people to think of religious executions as a solution, even though in this 
case the issue never went to trial. “The existence of the rebellion of the 
Isma‘ilis throughout the Islamic countries and the deaths of eminent 
people at their hands, as well as a religious factionalism of ever- 
increasing violence in Iraq, were the reasons why the externalist ‘u/amna’ 
showed extreme fanaticism based on protection of the externals of 
religion.”8* It is possible that Darguzini was guilty of the same sort of 
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duplicity that some of Hallaj’s opponents exhibited, when he raised a 
charge of erypto-Shi ism against ‘Ayn al-Qudat. al-Katib al-Isfahani ac- 
cuses Darguzini of being a secret Batini himself, and says that he 
prevented the Turkish general Shirgir (also a friend of ‘Ayn al-Qudat) 
from capturing the Isma ‘ili fortress of Alamut in 511/1118 by recalling 
him on a pretext, and then having him put to death. It should be 
remembered, however, that al-Katib’s father and brother were the 
relatives of ‘Abd al-- Aziz whom Darguzini ruined. He was also an ardent 
admirer of ‘Ayn al-Qudat, whom he refers to as the gu¢b or spiritual] axis 
of the world.®* 

Sufism in general was not the object of widespread persecution at 
this time. The Saljuq Sultans and officials all patronized Sufis by pro- 
viding hospices and other subsidies, as part of the official policy of pro- 
moting a Sunni revival among the people and combatting Isma ‘ili pro- 
paganda.** Darguzini, tyrant though he was, received a number of 
panegyric poems and letters from the great Sufi poet Sana’i.*’? So although 
the tense religious situation contributed to the opposition against ‘Ayn 
al-Qudat, it was not because of an anti-mystical trend, but because of a 
personal vendetta in Saljuq politics, that he received the full impact of 
the fears and frustrations of the ‘u/ama’, The sensibility expressed in his 
apologia has a nobility that permitted him to rise above the fear and envy 
of those around him. He described the attacks on him with biting elo- 
quence, and while protesting his innocence died in the full consciousness 
of being a martyr. 
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Sufism, the Law, and the 
Question of Heresy 


The preceding analysis has shown that although the trials of the Sufis 
had religious aspects and involved some jurists, they were essentially 
political, and would not have occurred without the stimulus of political 
crisis. A similar pattern occurred in other persecutions in which Sufis 
were involved. Dhu al-Nun was persecuted during the Mu tazili inquisi- 
tion for upholding the uncreatedness of the Qu’ran, which placed him on 
the side of Ahmad ibn Hanbal. A few years after, though, Ibn Hanbal 
attacked the Sufi Harith al-Muhasibi for adopting innovative ter- 
minology from the Mu tazilis. Two centuries later, the Sufi writer al- 
Qushayri suffered when the Ash‘ari school was persecuted in Khurasan 
between 440/1048 and 455/1063. None of those attacks involved issues 
specifically related to Sufism. These were purely theological persecu- 
tions. 

In the legal literature one can find criticisms of Sufism from the 
point of view of the legal critic, without the deformations caused by 
political pressure or purely theological debates. Foremost among these 
critics is Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 592/1200), a strict Hanbali jurist and litterateur 
who also belonged to a moderate Sufi order.** The Hanbali school, 
closest to Sufism of all the legal schools, has produced the most cogent 
critiques of Sufism. The Hanafi literature on “sayings of infidelity 
(kalimat al-kufry” has practically nothing to say about Sufism, but was 
standardized in Transoxania in the fifth/eleventh century to combat 
blasphemy and denigration of religion by the common people.*? Other 
cogent critiques can be found in the works of al-Ghazali, Sarraj, and Hu- 
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jwiri; this shows that there was also intense concern in the Sufi orders 
about the necessity of maintaining moral uprightness and legal rigor. 

Ibn al-Jawzi’s_ criticisms primarily condemn the lack of 
religious knowledge (‘i/m) that permitted the Devil slowly to ensnare the 
Sufis. This is the basic theme of his book Tal/bis Iblis, “The Devil’s 
Deception,” which also describes the errors of other groups, such as the 
philosophers. By ‘i/m Ibn al-Jawzi means the knowledge of the ex- 
emplary deeds (suman) of the Prophet, which implies sound knowledge 
of hadith. The possessors of this ‘i/mn look back to the Prophet and his 
companions for their religious ideal, and they scorn those Sufis who use 
“weak” hadith to support their own strange views and practices. In the 
final analysis, Ibn al-Jawzi’s position insists on the absolute primacy of 
“iim in religious life. It is the only guaranteed access to the prophetic 
revelation, since its accuracy is ensured by chains of unimpeachable 
transmitters. If the Sufis in any way give priority to things of their own 
invention, this is innovation (bid‘ah), which substitutes for the true 
revelation.°° 


1. LIBERTINISM AND INCARNATIONISM IN HERESIOGRAPHY 


Ibn al-Jawzi criticizes many innovations among the Sufis, such as 
the practice of listening to music (sarma‘), but these practices are outside 
the scope of this study. More relevant here are his criticisms of tendencies 
in Sufism that he describes in terms of libertinism (ibahah) and incarna- 
tionism (hulul). “Some of them are impelled by hunger to corrupt fan- 
tasies, and claim passionate love of God (ishg al-haqgq), and rapture 
(hayaman) in Him, just as if they imagined a person with a beautiful 
form and fell into rapture because of him. They are between infidelity 
and innovation. They split up into different groups, among which are the 
tariqgahs, and their beliefs were corrupted. Some of them speak of incar- 
nationism (Au/u/), and some speak of union (ittihad).”9! 

These criticisms are sometimes confusing, because the two terms are 
frequently applied to the same phenomena, but we can still distinguish 
ibahah from hulul to a certain extent. First, libertinism is defined as fin- 
ding some pretext for indulging in forbidden things such as wine, for- 
nication, etc. The Hanbali heresiographer Khushaysh ascribed this posi- 
tion to the early Basran Sufi Rabah. Ibn al-Jawzi continues in this vein in 
his description of Muhammad ibn Tahir al-Maqdisi (d. 507/1113), a 
scholar of hadith and author of a no longer extant work on Sufism. Of 
him Ibn al-Jawzi records, 


ibn Tahir belonged to the school of libertinism. He wrote a book on the 
permissibility of gazing on young men, in which he narrates the story of 
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Yahya ibn Ma‘in, who said, “I saw a beautiful slave-gir] in Egypt, God’s 
biessings upon her!” (N.B.: this is the blessing reserved for the Prophet 
Muhammad.) Someone asked him, “Do you cail blessings on her?” He 
said, “God’s blessings on her and on every beautiful man!”9? 


There is an element of sexual innuendo here, and also the suggestion that 
the beautiful objects of this immoderate love are almost worshipped, 
since the formula of prophetic blessing, salla allahu ‘alayhi (ha), is ap- 
plied to them. This was blasphemy in Ibn al-Jawzi’s view, but he cooly 
classifies it as a school (madhhab) in the manner of heresiographers. Ina 
later section, Ibn al-Jawzi outlines six main types of libertinism. These 
consist of those who hold the following: 


1) Since all of our acts are predetermined, we need perform no religious 
duty. 


2) God does not need our prayers, and therefore we need not perform 
them. 


3) Whatever we do, God is generous and will forgive. 


4) Since the law does not eliminate human weakness, it is worthless as a 
means of spiritual advancement. 


5) Contemplatives who see heavenly visions and hear celestial voices 
have reached the goal, and need not perform prayer. 


6) Sanctity and the state beyond the law are proved by the performance 
of miracles.% 


This list is nearly identical to the analysis of libertinism that Abu Hamid 
al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) made in his treatise against the libertines, which 
he wrote in an archaic Persian vernacular. Ibn al-Jawzi has condensed 
and slightly rearranged the contents of Ghazali’s epistle.*4 

Elsewhere Ghazali has given a succinct description of the nature of 
libertinism, in his treatise distinguishing faith from heresy (zandaqgah): 


Of the same type is that which is claimed by one of the pretenders to 
Sufism, that he has reached a state (Aa/ah) in relation to God, in which 
prayer is abrogated. Then it is lawful for him to drink wine, (to commit) 
acts of disobedience, and to partake of the sustenance of kings. There can 
be no doubt about the necessity of killing this man, although it is an open 
question whether he will suffer hellfire eternally. The execution of a man 
like this is better than the execution of a hundred infidels, for the harm 
done to religion is greater. With him is opened a door to licence that cannot 
be closed. This man is more harmful than one who advocates libertinism 
for all. No one would be able to favor that, because his infidelity would 
then be obvious. This man tears down the law with the law, for he claims 
that he has not sinned except in that which is specifically for the general 
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public, and the specifics for the generality are the duties of those who have 
not attained his degree in religion. Frequently he pretends that he has com- 
merce with the world and commits sins only externally, while internally he 
is untouched by them. He issues this call until every evil-doer claims an 
equal state, and thus is the bond of religion undone.* 


From Ghazali’s remarks, it is evident that this is a false manifestation of 
Sufism, and certainly not a school, as Ibn al-Jawzi suggests; it is the 
perverse reasoning of an individual, but a kind that unfortunately is all 
too likely to be rediscovered time and again. The habits of long scholastic 
debate have led Ibn al-Jawzi to classify these libertines as a sect or school 
in Sufism. The fact that Ghazali initially presented his treatise on liber- 
tines in the vernacular would also seem to indicate the popular and 
unscholarly nature of this aberration. Yet the terminology used has an 
echo of genuine mystical terminology. When Ghazali says that prayer is 
abrogated, the verb used (sagatat) is the same as that employed by 
Hallaj to indicate “the eclipse (isgat) of intermediaries.” Hujwiri sees a 
connection between the libertines (ibahatiyan) and the misguided 
followers of Hallaj (hallajiyan), but he also thinks of them as a school.°6 

In my view, “libertinism” is a phenomenon that is at least partly im- 
aginary. Heresiographers from Khushaysh onwards have been ready to 
believe that Sufis preach a doctrine of systematic immorality. The case of 
Nuri and his companions is a clear example of this tendency; no one 
familiar with the scrupulousness of Nuri would ever credit the rumors of 
orgies, but Ghulam Khalil did. There may have been individuals who used 
mystical terms to cloak their own immorality, but there is very little 
historical evidence available on them. It is conceivable that whatever an- 
tinomian strands existed in Sufism were influenced by Isma‘ili ex- 
tremists, for whom the law was ended by the appearance of the imam of 
the seventh era. Certainly the heresiographers’ description of “liber- 
tinism” in Sufism is in accord with the kind of accusation usually made against the 
Isma ‘ilis.97 We shall reconsider this hypothesis in the conclusion. 

The second category of heresy applied to Sufism is incarnationism 
(Aulul), which at first sight seems more abstract than libertinism, but the 
two have a tendency to become confused. For instance, Nuri’s trial seems 
to have been based on charges of libertinism and use of the term “pas- 
sionate love” (ishg) of God, but the fifth/eleventh century Hanbali 
jurist Abu Ya‘la says, “The incarnationists (@/-hululiyah) have gone to 
the point of saying that God the Almighty exeriences passionate love!”98 
Who were the Aululis? One of the people most frequently mentioned in 
this connection was Abu Hamzah al-Khurasani (d. 289/902), also charged 
in Nuri’s trial, whose strange behavior in calling out “Here am I, Lord!” 
on hearing a crow has already been mentioned. The conclusion of that 
event is worth narrating. “They accused him of heresy (zandagah) and 
called him an incarnationist and a heretic. They testified against him and 
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banished him. His horse was sold, and a crier announced at the gate of 
the mosque, ‘This is the horse of the heretic!’”9? Likewise, when Abu 
Hamzah burst into the same response on hearing the bleating of 
Muhasibi’s sacrificial goat, Muhasibi threatened to kill him. Ruzbihan 
records both these incidents as shathiyat, saying, “When Abu Hamzah 
heard the voice of the wind, or a bird, or animals, or the movements of 
the earth, ecstasy would come upon him, and he would say, ‘Here am I, 
Lord! Here am I!’”'!°° The same type of experience was recorded of 
another Sufi, Abu al-Gharib al-Isfahani, who “laughed sweetly from 
love’s ebullition” when he heard water trickling over a lawn. He also was 
called a Auduli.'°' As in the incident in which Nuri cried out /ebbayk to a 
barking dog, these actions are responses to a perception of the divine 
presence as revealed in nature, not a semi-Christian dogma of incarna- 
tion. 

A suspicious element did, however, intrude itself in the definition of 
hulul, and this was the focus on the beautiful human form as the locus of 
divine manifestation. This divine beauty was usually contemplated in the 
masculine form, in a society where women were more or less secluded. 
Thus we find the phenomenon of “gazing upon youths (al/-nazar ila al- 
murd)y” as one of the implications of Au/u’. Abu Hamzah was known for 
his penchant in this direction, although Nuri was very strict about 
avoiding it.'°2 Obviously the latent threat of libertinism and homosex- 
uality accentuated the controversial nature of Au/u/, Hellmut Ritter has 
collected and commented on a series of remarkable texts on incarna- 
tionism, which is mentioned in a variety of exotic instances. The 
theologian ai-Ash ‘ari (d. 324/936) mentions those who 


hold that it is possible for God to take up an abode in bodies. And if the 
hululis see a man whom they find beautiful, then they do not know whether 
their God may be in him or not. . . . And among the Sufi ascetics there are 
people who maintain and assert that the Creator takes up an abode in in- 
dividuals and that He can take up an abode in men, wild animals, and other 
individuals. . . . They tend to cast aside the sacred laws, and assert that 
when man attains to God, then no religious duty is binding on him any 
longer, and he need perform no further devotional exercises.'° 


The first part of this account reads exactly like a description of Abu 
Hamzah's Aulul, but the second part goes back to libertinism. The two 
terms of reproach, hulul and ibahah, seem to coalesce. The same view is 
taken by the heresiographer ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdadi (d. 429/1038), 
who describes ten subdivisions of Au/u/ (including Christian and extreme 
Shi'l views). The one that pertains to Sufism he ascribes to one Abu 
Hulman al-Farisi, a Sufi who lived in Damascus around the late 
third/ninth century. Again, al-Baghdadi accuses him of teaching Aulul, 
the admixture of the human and the divine (imtizaj), transmigration, 
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and, of course, licentiousness. Sarraj tells the story that Abu Hulman 
fainted in the street on hearing the cry of a wild rue vendor, whose words 
reminded him of his divine beloved. This teaching now becomes the sub- 
sect of the Hulmaniyah, which is further connected with the theological 
school of the Salimiyah as upholders of the doctrine that the spirit in 
man is uncreated.!°4 The same view of Abu Hulman is repeated by Hu- 
jwiri, who follows the heresiographer’s division by “sects” even in 
Sufism, while he complains that “gazing upon youths” is a legacy of the 
Aululis.'°5 

The process of dogmatization here is an interesting one. Hulu/ as a 
technical term is used not only in grammar and law, but also in 
philosophy, where it means “inhesion of an accident in an object” or “the 
substantial union of soul and body,” and various technical discussions of 
it can be found in the handbooks. In theology, a considerable amount of 
time is spent demonstrating that God cannot dwell in a creature because 
this would mean that 1) God is not a necessary existence; 2) there would 
be two eternal beings; 3) division would be created in God by his infusion 
into a divisible object.'°* The discrepancy between this level of discourse 
and that of the condemned Auduli is enormous. After filling three pages 
with densely written definitions of philosophical and theological Aulul, 
the Indian savant al-Thanawi (fl. 1158/1745) concludes with this brief 
notice of the hululiyah: “A sect of vain pretenders to Sufism who say that 
it is permitted to gaze on young men and women. In that state they dance 
and listen to music and say, ‘This is one of the divine Attributes that has 
descended among us, which is permitted and lawful!’ This is pure in- 
fidelity.”!°7 Is it possible that these revellers have arrived at their present 
state by studying incorrect theories about “infusion” and “substance”? 
The connection seems rather far-fetched. We even find the term Aululi 
applied to the Volga Bulghars, the Ghuzz Turks, and the Khazar tribes, 
who according to travellers’ reports prostrate themselves before beautiful 
youths.'°8 Hellmut Ritter is certainly right when he says, “by the term 
hululiyah no particular, historically palpable sect is meant. . . . The sect 
as such is surely an invention of doxographers.”!°9 

There are steps, however adventitious, leading from the early Sufi 
masters to the confused terminology of “incarnationism.” Hallaj played 
with the term Au/du/ in his poetry, but rejected it in his Qur’an commen- 
tary.1!° As the process of dogmatizing proceeded, the odium 
theologicum attached to this term also grew, so when Sulami wrote an 
abridgement of a treatise on the errors of the Sufis, he concluded it with 
a section giving a refutation of the concept of hu/u/. He pointed out that 
none of the masters of Sufism ever held Au/u/ as a theory, and that only a 
few people in Syria (Abu Hulman?) ever used the term, none of whom 
the shaykhs ever mention. As proof he cites the statements of five Sufi 
masters against Au/ul: Junayd, Dhu al-Nun, Ibn ‘Ata’, Abu “Amr al- 
Dimashgi, and Hallaj. Sarraj likewise did not know of anyone who 
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upheld the theory of Audul.'"! The issue of “incarnationism” is at best 
tangential to Sufism. 

Aside from the doxographic reproaches against Sufism, the most 
frequent criticism was that Sufism seemed to be unconnected with tradi- 
tional learning. There is no firm dividing line between Sufism and tradi- 
tional scholarship, however; many of the leading Sufis have also been 
distinguished in the fields of hadith, figh, and so forth. When Ibn al- 
Jawzi says that Satan deceived the Sufis because of their lack of “i/m, he 
supports this contention by quoting various Sufi masters who emphasized 
the necessity of traditional religious learning. He not only cites conser- 
vative figures such as Junayd, Jurayri, and Sari al-Saqati, but also 
quotes pious remarks from Bayazid and Nuri, although he frequently 
castigates the latter two in other parts of the book.!!? As we have seen, 
novel terminology was also suspicious, since any innovation was by 
definition different from the practice of the Prophet and his compa- 
nions. Therefore Ibn al-Jawzi is extremely critical of the technical terms 
of the Sufis, as found in such works as Qushayri’s Risalah.''3 

In addition, he considered the reports of unusual experiences, such 
as seeing and conversing with angels or the prophets, to be highly 
dubious.'!* Worse still are those who claim to see and talk to God in this 
life. In this connection Ibn al-Jawzi cites with approval a treatise by the 
Mu'tazili theologian Abu al-Qasim al-Balkhi (d. 319/931), which 
demonstrates the impossibiliity of seeing God in this world.''5 The dif- 
ficulty of clarifying the theoretical basis for critiques of Sufism is shown 
by the fact that here a Hanbali is quoting a Mv tazili, with no concern 
for doctrinal purity.!'® The mystical states claimed by the Sufis are not 
totally imaginary, in Ibn al-Jawzi’s view, but he is not inclined to accept 
these claims if there is anything unacceptable that accompanies the state. 
In his comment on Nuri’s saying, “I love God and He loves me,” Ibn al- 
Jawzi first points out that ‘ishg is an inappropriate word to use for God, 
since it has sexual connotations, and he further points out that the word 
is an innovation. His final comment is that there is no proof that God 
loves (yuhibbu) Nuri, because God would only love Nuri if he were 
destined to be saved, and no one can know if he is saved.''’ In any given 
case, a critic such as Ibn al-Jawzi may be unwilling to admit the ge- 
nuineness of a mystic’s claims, even if he acknowledges their theoretical 
possibility. This is probably the most telling attack that could be made 
against exotic statements by Sufis, since self-deception and God’s ruse 
can scarcely ever be avoided on the path. 

The jurists always tended to take refuge in dogmatic approaches, 
and the very resistence of Sufism to dogmatic reductionism was the cause 
of much frustration among traditional scholars. Ibn al-Jawzi has 
described Sufism as a school or teaching (madhhab), the same term that 
is used for the principal legal schools. What does this term signify? It is a 
distinction originally based on the different geographic origins of the early 
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jurists, whose schools developed different methods and procedures as 
time went on. Eventually, Muslims had to choose which school they 
would follow in matters of law. Sufism is not an independent /ega/ school 
in this sense, because individual Sufis adhered to all the different major 
schools of law. Therefore it is incorrect to think of Sufism as a separate 
school that rivals the standard madhahib. Yet Junayd said, “This 
madhhab of ours is tied to principles, scripture, and the example of the 
Prophet.”!!8 Here he clearly wants to show that Sufism is not separate 
from the legal principles (usu/) on which all schools agree. His use of the 
term madhhab is at once very general, in the wide sense of a “teaching,” 
and very specific, in that it evokes the acceptance to which all the conven- 
tional madhahib are entitled. Junayd’s statement should be seen partly as 
an apologetic designed to disarm legalist critiques. According to Ibn 
“Ata’, during the trial of Nuri and Abu Hamzah, Junayd “concealed 
himself (istatara) by jurisprudence according to the madhhab of Abu 
Thawr.”!'!9 For Junayd, adopting a legal madhhab was equivalent to 
conceding that Sufism needed to be based on publicly acknowledged 
principles. 

The most unusual application of the term madhhab in Sufism is that 
of Hujwiri, the fifth/eleventh century Sufi who died in Lahore. A major 
part of his Kash/ al-Mahjub is devoted to an exposition of the differences 
between the twelve schools (madhahib) within Sufism. This classifica- 
tion, which is unique to Hujwiri, attempts to show the principle (as/) on 
which each school is based, according to the teaching of its founder. 
Thus from Muhasibi he derives the Muhasibis, and so forth. This ar- 
Tangement is rather artificial, since Hujwiri himself mentions that of 
these twelve schools only one (the Sayyaris) has remained unchanged since 
its Origin. The practices and exercises of the different schools are not 
exclusively theirs, so it is really a kind of abstract systematization of dif- 
ferent psychological tendencies. Thus 1 would disagree with Nicholson 
when he sees here the “familiar process” of dogmatization that befell “the 
Mu tazilites and other Muhammadan schismatics.”!2° Hujwiri’s use of 
the method of the heresiographers only creates that impression, as in his 
description of the two erring sects of the Hulmaniyah-Hululiyah and the 
Farisiyah-Hallajiyah, which he derived from the heresiographer al- 
Baghdadi. In the latter case, Hujwiri admits that he took his description 
of these two erring sects from a book, and that both the Sufi tradition 
and contemporary Hallajis rejected the book’s condemnation of Abu 
Hulman and Hailaj.'?! 

Hailaj himself had emphasized the anti-dogmatic tendency in 
Sufism. When asked to which madhhab he belonged, he replied, “The 
madhab is for you. I follow the madhhab of my Lord.” We have 
previously alluded to ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s development of this theme. For 
him, the school of love was the only one that mattered. Allegiance to the 
schools of Shafi'i and Abu Hanifah was of secondary importance. 
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Again, Hallaj said that he followed none of the leading jurists, but only 
took what was the most difficult from each school, and practiced that.!2? 
In an apparent reflection of the medieval heresiographer’s attitude, 
Reuben Levy sees Hallaj’s anti-school tendency as “antinomianism.”!?3 
The Shi'i courtier Suli introduced Hallaj by saying that he pretended to 
belong to whatever sect he happened to encounter.'2‘ This frustrating 
habit of being difficult to classify is partly a result of the esoteric princi- 
ple in Sufism, which recommends speaking with people in accordance 
with their understanding. Examples of this would be easy to multiply. 
Yahya ibn Mu‘adh al-Razi (d. 258/871-2) spoke of madhahib as 
“satanic,” and Qushayri counted it hateful in a novice that he associate 
with a non-Sufi madhhab.'25 Of course there were tendencies in the op- 
posite direction, and to some extent the later history of the Sufi orders is 
based on the institutional and doctrinal factors that then became promi- 
nent. Still, the anti-dogmatic factor is a significant one that cannot be 
overlooked in interpreting these cases. As Massignon rightly pointed out, 
one of Hallaj’s important contributions was a creed “of the heart,” which 
for the Sufis replaced the dry and sterile creeds of the theological 
schools. Both Kalabadhi and Qushayri placed this creed (anonymously) 
at the beginnings of their treatises on Sufism, to indicate the primacy of 
experience over abstraction. '26 


2. ECSTATIC SAYINGS AND THE LAW 


These general criticisms have so far not touched on the subject of 
Shathiyat. In the three trials analyzed above, there were a number of 
points where the charges touched on statements that Sufis classified as 
Shathiyat. In the case of Nuri, jurists saw “passionate love ( ishg)’ of 
God and crying out “Here am I, Lord (/abbayk)” as libertinism and in- 
carnationism. Ruzbihan calls both sayings shathiyat. Likewise Hallaj’s 
theory that God bears Himself witness by the tongue of His lover was 
called heresy (zandaqah), and the letter “from the Merciful, the Compas- 
sionate,” which he ascribed to the state of essential union, was called 
pretension to divinity. These also Ruzbihan classifies as shathiyat,'27 
“Ayn al-Qudat’s enemies saw his ecstatic expressions, which were ap- 
parently unknown to Ruzbihan, as pretension to prophecy. He himself 
called them instances of shath.'28 Ibn al-Jawzi collected a number of say- 
ings that he found repugnant, mostly from the Kitab al-Luma’ of Sarraj. 
These sayings are quoted from Bayazid, Sumnun, Nuri, Kharraz, 
Shibli, Ibn ‘Ata’, and Husri, and a number of them figure also in Ruz- 
bihan’s collection.'?° It is interesting to notice that Ibn al-Jawzi gives the 
opinion of the Hanbali jurist Ibn “Aqil, that anyone who makes light of 
hellfire as Bayazid does deserves death as a zindig. When Ibn‘ Aqil heard 
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Shibli’s remark that he and the Prophet would intercede for all the in- 
habitants of hell, he said, “By Him who has empowered my heart and 
tongue in the matter of these innovaters! If the sword were within my 
grasp, I would drench the earth with the blood of creatures!”!3° Here 
ecstatic utterances have been interpreted as giving the lie to the Prophet, 
especially in matters of eschatology. 

The amazing thing, from the point of view of this study, is that none 
of the ecstatic sayings on faith and infidelity ever became an issue in the 
Sufi trials or in the critiques of Sufism. Why was this so? I would venture 
to say that a self-proclamation of infidelity by an eminent Sufi would 
have been seized upon eagerly by any opponents he had among the 
jurists. The explosive power of such a statement can be seen from a 
parallel instance involving the poet Abu Nuwas. Once in a mosque a 
preacher was reciting the Qur’an, and he came to a verse beginning, “O 
ye infidels!” Hearing these words, Abu Nuwas responded with a typically 
irreverent piece of buffoonery, shouting, “Here am I, Lord!” When the 
people around him heard this, they immediately took him to the police 
and reported that the man was a self-confessed infidel. The police turned 
him over to the inquisitor of zindigs. This magistrate, realizing that Abu 
Nuwas was not a real heretic, was only able to calm the crowd by having 
Abu Nuwas destroy a portrait of Mani (here we see how heresy was 
automatically considered Manichaean). This task Abu Nuwas performed 
with alacrity, not only smashing the portrait but forcing himself to vomit 
over it. The crowd thereupon permitted him to go free.'3! 

If Hailaj or ‘Ayn al-Qudat had uttered publicly their statements on 
“real infidelity,” this definitely would have formed part of the charges 
against them, since it would have been construed as a confession to in- 
fidelity and hence punishable. My conclusion is that the letters and 
writings of Hallaj and * Ayn al-Qudat containing ecstatic sayings on faith 
and infidelity remained secret, and were never made available to the 
authorities. As far as I can tell, Hallaj’s sayings on faith and infidelity were 
either spoken in private (and then transmitted orally for several generations) 
or written in letters addressed to his disciples. Some of his papers were 
saved when he entrusted them to Ibn al-Khafif shortly before his execu- 
tion, and other papers may have been saved by his disciples in Khurasan, 
who were protected by the Samani wazir Bal‘ami in spite of over twenty 
written demands for their extradition by Hamid.!3? In public, Hallaj’s 
only recorded remark that might be seen as a confession of unorthodoxy 
was his verse on dying in the religion of the cross, which he recited in the 
marketplace. Yet his promptings of the people to kill him were not 
designed to provide evidence for the extraordinary court, but to plead 
with the people to share in his consciousness of absolute reponsibility 
before God. In the case of ‘Ayn al-Qudat, it is clear that his Persian 
work, the Tamhidat, was not available to his judges, for the sayings con- 
tained there were far more likely to be viewed as outright heresy than the 
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relatively innocuous Zubdat al-Haqa’iq.'33 The apparent contradiction 
between the self-conscious desire for martyrdom in ‘Ayn al-Qudat and 
Hallaj and their protestations of innocence in court will be touched on in 
the next section. Yet given the highly critical reception of the other 
ecstatic sayings, I cannot believe that ‘Ayn al-Qudat and Hallaj could 
have uttered their sayings on faith and infidelity publicly without some 
record of this appearing in their trials. It is only in the orally transmitted 
material (Akhbar al-Hallaj) and the privately circulated writings 
(Tamhidat) that these sayings occur. 

The legal interpretation of ecstatic utterances was conducted on very 
different principles from the Sufi exegesis. Ruzbihan was insistent that 
only those “firmly rooted in knowledge” were qualified to interpret 
shathiyat, and this means only those who have been graced with divine 
knowledge. '34 Others must accept on faith the interpretations of these 
qualified masters. Likewise, ‘Ayn al-Qudat maintained that ecstatic say- 
ings must be understood in context, just as in the case of the ambiguous 
expressions of the Qur’an, which if taken out of context can be the source 
of great misunderstanding. Like Ruzbihan, he spoke of those “firmly 
rooted in knowledge” as the only ones able to treat these delicate sayings, 
for “the words of lovers should not be bandied about.”!35 But the 
knowledge (‘i/m) necessary for the interpretation (¢a’wil) of these sayings 
is equally essential for the interpretation of the Qur’an and hadith. It is 
not identical with the learning (‘i/m) of the jurists. Since the very word 
‘ilm was equivocal in this case, a dispute was inevitable. Sufis felt that in- 
terpretation of the sayings and technical terms of Sufism was not within 
the competence of other sciences, such as jurisprudence, grammar, etc. 
“Ayn al-Qudat repeated the position that Sarraj had previously stated: 
“It is appropriate for the wise and just man, when he hears these words, 
that he refer their meanings to the speaker, and say to him, ‘What do you 
mean by these words?’ And a judgment against the speaker in terms of 
heresy and atheism, before asking his explanation of the meaning of 
these words, is a shot made in the dark.”!3° The Shafi jurist Subki (d. 
773/1370-1) cites the view of Ibn al-Sam‘ani that in the case of ‘Ayn al- 
Qudat “they gleaned from his writings certain shocking phrases that were 
beyond understanding and that required reference to their author for 
clarification. . . .”137 The Western humanistic scholar cannot but have 
sympathy for this attitude. How else should speakers be judged, if not by 
what they themselves mean? The jurists have another standard, which is 
perhaps best symbolized by the principle of istisiah, or general welfare, 
whereby the strictly deduced legal decision is subordinate to pressing 
concerns of the larger religious community. Regardless of how much 
truth or sincerity may be contained in a particular formulation, if its 
harm outweighs its good, it is to be rejected. The application of the law, 
as formulated by Ibn al-Jawzi, is strictly impersonal. He feels that errors 
can easily be committed by genuine saints, and are even more likely to 
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occur with their imitators. His aim in revealing these errors is not to at- 
tack anyone personally, but to purify the shari-ah. His is a jealousy for 
the law, directed against any compromise of the revelation as known 
through the tradition.'38 Thus Ibn Taymiyah, in spite of his great ad- 
miration for the Hanbali Sufi ‘Abd Allah Ansari, condemned passages in 
his writings that suggest an illumination of the saint by an immanent un- 
created inspiration —this of course would be Aulul.'39 

The literalist view of shathiyat was not typical of all jurists, 
however. The eleventh/seventeenth century Hanbali scholar Mar‘i ibn 
Yusuf, whose works are still used in the law courts of Sa‘udi Arabia, 
wrote a treatise examining the suspicious sayings of the Sufis. Mar i ad- 
mitted the principles of shath, provided they are applied in a rigorous 
manner to the internal meanings of technical terms and genuine ecstatic 
outbursts. In other words, it is necessary to use a proper spiritual 
hermeneutic on these sayings. If the speaker understands these expres- 
sions in a literal way, however, this is, on the contrary, infidelity and 
heresy punishable by death.'4° This remarkable about-face enables him 
to find defensible interpretations for the sayings of Bayazid, Ibn ‘Arabi, 
and Ibn al-Farid, and he achieves a sophisticated legal decision on the 
basis of this hermeneutical distinction. 

The difficulty about deciding on the legal jurisdiction over ecstatic 
sayings is that there are no clear traditional principles for dealing with 
them. All the customary categories end up by taking the sayings literally 
and violating their intentions. The issue of literal understanding as op- 
posed to spiritual interpretation is precisely the line of demarcation be- 
tween those jurists who reject ecstatic sayings (Ibn al-Jawzi, Ibn *Aqil, 
Ibn Taymiyah) and those who accept them (Ansari, Subki, Mari). The 
decision to reject the independent inspiration attested by shathiyat can- 
not have been taken lightly. An investigation of the factors that led Ibn 
al-Jawzi and Ibn Taymiyah to take their stands against mystical excesses 
would assist in understanding this problem. The case of Ibn ‘ Agil is sug- 
gestive here: an outraged opponent of the blasphemy that he saw in some 
ecstatic sayings, he was nonetheless in 465/1072 forced publicly to recant 
a defense of the sanctity of Hallaj that he had writen in his youth.'*' The 
controversial problem of shath both fascinated and repelled these legal 
minds, who were basically in sympathy with the pietistic aims of 
moderate Sufism. In any case, it should be stressed that very few Sufis 
ever went to trial because of ecstatic sayings. The vast majority of Sufis 
(notably Ruzbihan) were able to express themselves freely, aside from 
self-imposed restraints. Since there was no appropriate legal category for 
shathiyat, jurists ordinarily preferred to ignore them, especially since the 
speakers were generally venerated persons. There was thus no juridical 
imperative to suppress mysticism. It was only in circumstances of 
political crisis or social disruption that Sufis were liable to be picked as 
scapegoats. 
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The last legal topic to be considered is the juristic reasoning that 
allows for a consideration of ecstatic sayings as a capital crime. The three 
trials analyzed above are unfortunately not helpful in determining the 
legal theory of heresy, because of the considerable political pressure in- 
volved. An authoritative view of this legal problem would require 
lengthy investigations into the handbooks of the various legal schools, 
but a basic overview can be given here. There are no clear Qur’anic verses 
on capital punishment for heresy or apostasy. In the Aadith literature one 
finds descriptions of apostasy as a crime punishable by death. The 
apostate, one who publicly abjures his faith, is described as “one who 
strays from his religion and abandons his community,” “one who rejects 
God (kafara) after submitting” “one who changes his religion (din),” 
“one who wars on God and His Prophet.”!4? These descriptions were not 
adequate for dealing with those who hypocritically pretended to be 
faithful while actually rebelling against God in secret. To deal with this 
problem, the authorities introduced the category of zandaqah from Sasa- 
nian Iran to deal with the continued manifestation of Manichaean and 
Mazdaki influence within Islam (the word zandaqah is derived from the 
middie Persian zand, “commentary,” hence the perverse allegorization of 
the sacred text attributed to the Manichaeans by Zoroastrian orthodoxy). 

Massignon saw an infiltration of Manichaean ideas into the early 
Shi'i extremist circles of Mada’in (Ctesiphon, seat of the Manichaean 
pontiff), which produced the double phenomenon of incarnation of the 
spirit and liberation from the law for the first time in Islamic society.'!43 
This movement was seen as subversive because of its clandestine 
character, its hypocritical pretense of orthodoxy, and its disdain for 
social standards. This was the Shi'i zandaqah, with which peripheral 
figures in society (poets, free-thinkers, mystics) could be easily confused, 
because there is no obvious way to identify a hypocrite. 

A useful analysis of the problem of zandaqah can be found in a 
treatise written by the Ottoman jurist of the Hanafi school, Kamalpasha- 
zadah, in response to a case of heresy that ended in an execution in 
934/1527. Kamalpasha-zadah points out that although zandaqah refers 
primarily to adherents of a religion that authorizes communal possession 
of property and women (i.e., the religion of Mazdak), it by extension 
means anyone who puts himself beyond the pale of revealed religion by 
denying God’s unity or repudiating his ordinances. He further quotes the 
opinion of Taftazani, that the zindig is “one who is by common agree- 
ment an infidel.” This declaration of infidelity must theoretically be by 
common agreement (bil-ittifaq) of the whole Muslim community, since 
the heretic’s infidelity is dissimulated, unlike that of the apostate. The 
solidarity of consensus (ijma*) is necessary to counter the anti-social 
deception of the zindig. The sixth/twelfth-century Hanafi jurist Tahir al- 
Bukhari is quoted as saying that the libertine (ibahi) is to be treated iden- 
tically with the zindig, and as seen above, this is also the view of Ghazali. 
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Kamalpasha-zadah states further that the punishment for the zindig is 
equivalent to that for apostasy, that is, he is invited to repent, but if ob- 
durate is executed. In fact, according to the Hanafi jurist and Sufi Abu 
al-Layth al-Samarqandi (d. 373/983), the Muslim zindiqg must be 
technically viewed as having apostatized to the zindiq religion, and is 
thus legally defined as an apostate.'“4 Therefore if a jurist encounters 
sayings that seem to call the Prophet a liar, insult God or the Prophet, 
claim divinity or prophethood, or claim freedom from the law, he can in- 
terpret them literally as infidelity by common consent, and the speaker 
may be charged as a zindiq and an apostate, a heretic who deserves only 
death. 


3. SUFI RESPONSES: MARTYRDOM, CRIME, AND PERSECUTION 


The Sufi reaction to heresy trials took several different forms. In 
some cases, such as Hallaj and ‘Ayn al-Qudat, there seemed to be an ac- 
tive desire for martyrdom. This had an element of self-blame (salamah) 
about it, and it also had to do with seeking God in afflication. Moderate 
Sufis considered these trials to have been necessary punishments for the 
sin of “revealing the secret of lordship (ifsha’ sirr al-rububiyah).” This 
position gives a purpose to the condemnations of the Sufis that was cer- 
tainly far from the intentions of the jurists. Another group sees these 
trials as a sinister persecution, in which the satanic powers continually 
harass the saints. 

The desire for martyrdom, and the certainty of its occurrence, loom 
large in any description of Hallaj and ‘Ayn al-Qudat.'*’ This fact makes 
it all the more intriguing that both men vigorously protested their in- 
nocence. Was it that they saw how badly the charges against them 
deformed their doctrine? The charge of crypto-Shi'ism, which implied 
that their teaching was merely a cunning hypocrisy advanced by ruthless 
conspirators, was an attack on their integrity. The strategies of Ghulam 
Khalil, Hamid, and Darguzini aimed at discrediting the mystical teaching 
by making it a cloak for Isma ili subversion, the zandagah of the extreme 
Shi'ah. Had this succeeded, the work and the preaching of Hallaj and 
“Ayn al-Qudat would have been nullified; their public revelation of their 
experiences would have been in vain. This, I suspect, was the fear that 
prompted them to deny their guilt, since these charges would have com- 
pletely falsified their teachings. Massignon’s meditation on Hallaj’s pro- 
testation of innocence is quite interesting: 


There is, in effect, a sudden fright, before the reality when it appears, a 
compassion for his body, for the blood of this heart where he maintains 
that God dwells; Hallaj has not yet realized, accepted all the horror of the 
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sacrifice so much desired; he has no more the force to thank those who, 


wishing to kill him, consummate his offering. . . . He still believes that the 
divine presence that he feels within himself will protect his body, he no 
longer gives the law permission to execute him. . . .146 


The desire for martyrdom is mysterious indeed. It must have required a 
faultless confidence. It is perhaps not so strange if this confidence show- 
ed itself in a new form as an unshakeable conviction of innocence. 

The most popular legend explaining the “guilt” of Hallaj showed 
him stealing an esoteric book belonging to one of his first masters, ° Amr 
al-Makki. His master is said to have cursed him, and his execution was 
the result of that curse. While Junayd developed his enigmatic literary 
style as a protection against his letters being opened, Hallaj spoke openly 
in the marketplaces. The great Persian poet Hafiz (d. 791/1389) expressed 
the feeling of many Sufis when he said of Hallaj, “That friend by whom 
the gallows was ennobled—his crime was this: he made the secrets 
public!”!47 In a similar vein, the later anthologist Taqi Awhad main- 
tained that both Hallaj and ‘Ayn al-Qudat were killed for “revealing the 
secret of lordship.”'*® This view reflected an important strand of Sufi 
thought. It was a pleasingly ambiguous position for some, since it enabled 
them simultaneously to approve Hallaj’s execution (thereby showing 
solidarity with an apparent consensus of all Muslims) and to affirm his 
saintliness. This was a merely formal condemnation. In the generation 
immediately following Hallaj, it is difficult to tell whether the frequent 
denunciations of Hallaj were of this formal type or more substantial. '4® 

Another popular interpretation of Hallaj’s death is the legend of 
Junayd’s condemnation of Hallaj, most familiar in Farid al-Din ‘ Attar’s 
version: 


On the day when the imams gave the fatwa requiring his (Hallaj’s) execu- 
tion, Junayd was in Sufi clothing and did not sign it. Since the caliph had 
said that Junayd’s signature was necessary, Junayd put on the turban and 
robe (of the jurist), went to the smadrasah, and (gave) the fatwa response, “We 
judge according to the external.” That is, according to the external, he must 
be killed, and the fatwa is according to the external.'*° 


This is, of course, a legend (Junayd died eleven years before Hallaj’s 
trial), but it captures the ambiguous mood of a common Sufi response. 
Hallaj was in the right according to the authorities on mysticism, but in 
the wrong according to the jurists. 

Sarraj and Ruzbihan took a different position, seeing the trials of 
the Sufis as a veritable persecution. In several chapters of the Luma’, 
Sarraj gives accounts of the sufferings of Dhu al-Nun, the trial of Sum- 
nun and Nuri, and the charges of infidelity against Kharraz, Hallaj, Ibn 
‘Ata’, Junayd, Sahl, and Subayhi. The first such sufferer is said to have 
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been the ascetic ‘Amir ibn ‘Abd al-Qays, who was persecuted under the 
caliph ‘Uthman on the charge of pretending to be greater than 
Abraham.!5! According to Sarraj, the opponents of Sufism are of two 
types: one group fails to understand the difficult sayings and makes no 
effort to inquire, and as a result encompasses their own destruction (Sar- 
raj suggests that they may merit eternal damnation); the other consists of 
people who have dabbled in Sufism but failed to gain recognition, and 
therefore turned against the Sufis and laid charges against them. In the 
latter category Sarraj would place Ghulam Khalil and Ibn Yazdanyar, 
both of whom associated with Sufis but later became persecutors. In this 
connection Sarraj quotes some verses that the Sufi Qannad wrote in 
response to Ibn Yazdanyar’s persecutions. Qannad refers to the suffer- 
ings of Bayazid, Nuri, Junayd, and others, and ends by affirming that 
God still speaks by the tongues of the mystics.52 

Ruzbihan’s analysis of persecution echoes Sarraj’s description of the 
ignorant persecutors, but turns into a lament on the shameful behavior 
of these so-called learned men. He insists emphatically that the validity 
of mystical experience is demonstrated by unequivocal Aadith reports at- 
tested by unbroken chains of witnesses going back to the Prophet. 
Scholars who deny the meaning of ecstatic expressions therefore have only 
the barest pretentions to ‘i/mm, since they follow only the outward aspect 
and ignore the essential core.'53 At one time there existed a sizable 
literature on this subject. “Ayn al-Qudat refers to the works on “the 
persecutions of the saints (mihan al-akhyar),” and Ruzbihan speaks of 
the stories found in “the persecutions of the Sufis (mihan al-sufiyah).”'54 
A later writer in this tradition, al-Sha rani (d. 973/1565), violently pro- 
tests the innocence of Hallaj and the many victims who have fallen by 
unjust persecution in later times.!** The tradition of regarding the Sufi 
trials as a series of persecutions testifies to a keen sense of the injustice of 
the accusations against the Sufis, and a firm consciousness of the 
legitimacy of the independent spiritual life. It also constituted a 
historiography of martyrdom that dramatized and exaggerated the ten- 
sion between the spirit and the letter into a struggle between Sufis and 
jurists. Thus Jurayri, describing Hallaj’s first judicial persecutor, said 
that “Ibn Da’ud was a jurist, and it is in the nature of the jurist to deny 
Sufism, unless God wills otherwise.”'5* But there was no basic opposi- 
tion between mysticism and the law; neither a jurist like Ibn al-Jawzi nor 
a Sufi like Hallaj would have admitted such an interpretation. It would 
perhaps be best explained as in the fable of the blind men and the 
elephant: each one had jealously defended one part of the Truth. 
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The phenomenon of shath as a spiritual experience with a literary expres- 
sion can profitably be compared with inspired speech as found in other 
religious traditions. Comparison furnishes a necessary criterion for the 
intelligibility of our analysis. By likening the phenomena under discus- 
sion to appropriate examples from traditions other than the Islamic, and 
at the same time taking account of significant differences, we are 
attempting to attain precision in our descriptions. The initial analysis, 
though couched in the terms used by the Sufi tradition itself, already 
contained implicit comparisons. The very phrases suggested as transla- 
tions of shath are themselves comparative. Although it is always 
necessary to understand the unknown in terms of the known, this need 
not be a cause for despair, simply because of the limitations of the 
“hermeneutical circle.” It should rather be an occasion for us to probe 
for further discoveries on the basis of traditionally grounded meanings 
(Eastern or Western), which provide an ensemble of actualities far 
beyond the capacity of any individual to anticipate. Just as it would have 
been wholly inappropriate to interpret shathiyat without reference to the 
Qur’an, hadith, and Islamic theology, so it would also be idiosyncratic 
and speculative to attempt an understanding of this phenomenon 
without making historically-based comparisons with other mystical 
traditions. Our comparisons may be subject to correction, but it is essen- 
tial to the task of understanding that comparisons be made. By com- 
paratively exploring the experiential and literary dimensions of 
Shathiyat, we will be better equipped to comprehend the ecstatic expres- 
sions on faith and infidelity, not only according to Sufi interpretation, 
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but also in terms of their impact on the wider Islamic society. We will 
therefore compare shath with the expressions of prophecy, paradox, and 
the Zen koan. In conclusion, we will attempt to reach a final balance bet- 
ween mystical interpretations and heresiographic reductions of the 
shathiyat on faith and infidelity, for these sayings decisively describe the 
limitations of inspired speech. 

Let us begin by examining the prophetic aspect, with Massignon’s 
translation of shath as “theopathic locution,” a grandiose phrase which 
requires explanation. The classical Latin word /ocutio ordinarily meant 
any word, phrase, or conversation. It was thus a rhetorical term, and I 
do not know of any mystical significance for this term before St. John of 
the Cross. St. John uses the word /ocucidn to describe supernatural 
words that appear to the soul without proceeding through the senses. He 
distinguishes three kinds: the successive, which occurs in concentrated 
reasoning, when the Holy Spirit verbally prompts the intellect; the for- 
mal, which is uttered spiritually by another person (whether God, angel, 
or devil); and the substantial, which is a creative command from God 
that immediately impresses the nature of the word on the listening soul, 
as when God says, “Be good,” and the soul is then good.' The phenomena 
to which St. John refers are considered to be purely spiritual conversations, 
as it were, between the soul and a spiritual being, not public expressions 
concerning one’s spiritual state. The word “theopathic” is a modern one 
that William James introduced to describe the pathological condition of 
an impractical and anti-social excess of devotion; Evelyn Underhill, 
however, used the term “theopathetic” in just the opposite sense, to 
describe those great mystics who combined ecstasy with the “incessant 
power of good works,” such as St. Paul, St. Francis, St. Joan of Arc, 
and St. Teresa of Avila.2 Massignon, however, used the term strictly for 
its description of a mystical state. 

Massignon’s combined phrase “theopathic locution” refers to “a 
positive state of dialogical mental intermittence, which suddenly reveals 
to the isolated soul the supernatural visitation of a transcendent In- 
terlocutor.”3 This is quite similar to the /ocucidn of St. John of the 
Cross, but Massignon goes on to add that shath is “the amorous inver- 
sion of roles” in which the soul speaks “in the first person” with the voice 
of the Beloved.‘ Is it possible that St. John’s substantial locution would 
extend this far? Supposing that St. John, like Bayazid, had been told by 
God, “I am you and you are I,” would he also have said, “Glory be to 
Me”? We do not find such statements in St. John of the Cross, although 
Meister Eckhart occasionally verges on speaking with the divine I, as 
when he says, “If I am to know God directly, I must become completely 
He and He I: so that this He and this I become and are one I.”5 

From the experiential point of view, “theopathic locution” implies a 
direct connection between the spiritual state of the mystic and the word 
of God. Given the focus on the divine word in Sufi devotion, this transla- 
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tion of shath would seem to be significant. There are, however, many 
Shathiyat that refer to intermediate stages on the path, and do not 
presume direct conversation with God. If we keep the aspect of divine 
speech in mind, however, there are many comparisons that suggest 
themselves. The whole range of prophecy in the ancient world, both 
Biblical and Hellenistic, offers interesting similarities. Although there is 
usually no question of “deification” in prophecy, there is a parallel in the 
Biblical prophet’s “being absorbed into the emotions of the Godhead,” as 
a prerequisite for proclaiming the will of God.* There are, moreover, 
rhetorical similarities between the audacities of shath and certain sayings 
of the prophets; Gerhard von Rad had remarked on “the extreme 
boldness of their newly-minted rhetorical devices and of the comparisons 
they employed, which they chose solely to scandalize the people.”” Just 
as some of the Sufis turned their audacity towards God, the prophets 
Jeremiah and Habakkuk voiced their complaints against God using 
“language audacious, almost blasphemous in sound.”® 

The sayings of Jesus are remarkably similar to some of the highest 
shathiyat, especially those that take the form of “I am” statements. I 
have heard a Muslim scholar advance just this suggestion, saying, “Who 
was the ‘I’ who said, ‘Before Abraham was, I am’? It was certainly not 
the carpenter from Nazareth!”® At any rate, it is certainly true that both 
the Christian and Islamic traditions look back to the theophany of “I am 
who I am” (Exodus 4:14) as the revelation of God as the real I, the ab- 
solute subject. Another body of mystical sayings on divine selfhood is 
that found in the ancient Indian Upanishads. The mahavakya or “great 
saying” typically enunciated the unity of all things in the divine 
Brahman, as in the sayings, “I am Brahman,” and “That thou art.”'® We 
cannot at the present time expand these comparisons beyond the merest 
suggestions, but they can serve as reminders of the importance of the 
categories of selfhood and testimony as expressed in shathiyat. If it is of 
the essence of the highest shathiyat that God speaks and bears witness to 
Himself by the tongue of man, then these shathiyat of prophetic 
character express the highest attainment of human consciousness. 

There is another way of approaching shath, from a more literary 
perspective, and this is suggested by Henry Corbin’s translation of shath 
as “inspired paradox.”'! The primary meaning of “paradox” is “contrary 
to received opinion,” and in ancient Greek, paradoxon in an extended 
sense could mean “wonder” or “marvel.” Modern senses of the term in- 
clude the logical paradox, a formulation with two mutually contradic- 
tory conclusions. Here, however, we are concerned with the rhetorical 
and philosophical sense of paradox, which the Stoics first formulated as 
a literary form. For the Stoics, paradox was a way of summarizing moral 
insights expressed in opposition to the ways of the world. Among the 
more famous of these are the sayings, “only the morally noble is good;” 
“virtue is sufficient for happiness;” “only the wise man is free, and all 
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fools are slaves.”!? Subsequent European writers in the paradox tradition 
were not typically mystical, but generally remained on a strictly 
rhetorical and logical plane, dealing with such paradoxes as the “praise 
of folly,” or the liar’s paradox of Epimenides.'? 

Nonetheless, according to Rosalie Colie, even the rhetorical paradox 
is “primarily a figure of thought,” adorned though it may be with figures 
of speech, and it finds its source in “the paradoxical topos of docta ig- 
norantia originated by Socrates and developed so brilliantly by St. Paul 
and a host of Christian thinkers.”!* This aspect of paradox is of course 
the topic of unknowing, which plays such an important role in ecstatic 
expressions on faith and infidelity. The Delphic motto, “Know thyself,’ 
may have originally meant, “Know that thou art but a mortal,” but in the 
Socratic and Platonic teaching, this saying increasingly came to mean 
knowledge of the higher divine self beyond the empirical human ego. 
When Socrates said that the wisest man is he who knows that he knows 
nothing, this insight not only expressed the limitations of human 
knowledge, but also implicitly assumed a standard of divine knowledge. The 
paradoxical “praise of folly” could be merely an ingenious excercise in 
the hands of the sophist like Gorgias, in his “Encomium on Helen.” But 
the paradoxes of Zeno, which showed the inability of reason to account 
for phenomena, derived from the divinely-conferred knowledge of 
transcendent being, as expressed by his master in philosophy, 
Parmenides. Philosophers’ insights into reality are the original 
paradoxes, since affirmation of transcendence is always contrary to the 
experience of the world. The logical form of paradox, detached from its 
original insight, can always be turned into a literary artifice, but the in- 
tuition of the nothingness of human knowledge in comparison to the 
divine can restore paradox to its original significance. The Christian 
mystical tradition has done precisely this in its formulations of “unknow- 
ing” and “learned ignorance,” which Evelyn Underhill explains as 
follows: 


God in His absolute Reality is unknowable—is dark—to man’s 
intellect .. . When, under the spur of mystic love, the whole personality of 
man comes into contact with that Reality, it enters a plane of experience to 
which none of the categories of the intellect apply. Reason finds itself, in a 
most actual sense, “in the dark” — immersed in the Cloud of Unknowing. 
This dimness and lostness of the mind, then, is a necessary part of the 
mystic’s ascent to the Absolute. That Absolute . . . will not be “known of 
the heart” until we acknowledge that It is “unknown of the 
intellect”... This acknowledgment of our intellectual ignorance, this 
humble surrender, is the entrance into the “Cloud of Unknowing”: the first 
step towards mystical knowledge of the Absolute. '5 


Paradox, then, is a useful technical term, which potentially conveys the 
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coairadiciory symbol of mystical unknowing as the way to divine 
knowledge 


In using the term “paradox” to describe the ecstatic utterance, Cor- 
bin stressed the clement of ambiguity and double meaning in sharh, 
which be saw as a necessary result of the expression of the eternal through 
the temporal. He rightly observed that not all shothiyer appear to have 
been witered in a state of exaltation. Moreover, if the difficult (and at 
first sight anthropomorphic) symbolism of the Qur'an is taken into ac- 
count as the model for shath, then in both cases the interpreter is faced 
with the problem of assigning the appropriate inner meaning for cach 
outward symbol, Since the correct inner meaning is reached by an ex- 
egetical effort presumably contrary to customary opinion, Corbin fek 
that result is best seen as paradox, not as ecstatic speech. Corbin's ap- 
proach to shark, sensitive though it is, is largely colored by his under- 
standing of Shit exegesis, with its typically gnostic outlook, This ap- 
proach is not wtterly inappropriate, bet it tends to be schematic and over- 
by systematic im the interpretation of these mystical texts, in spite of Cor- 
bin's insistence that sherh is “inspired” paradox. Corbin initially missed 
the significance of paradoxical unknowing in Ruzbihan's text, and even 
tentatively suggested an alternate reading for the term “unknowings™ 
where Ruzbéhan first mentions it. Later on, though, familiarity with 
Ruzbihan's terminology led Corbin to recognize the importance of 
unknowing for shathiyer, though he did not pursue this line of meaning. '* 

In choosing the term “paradox,” Corbin had in mind a comparison 
of Rurbihan’s Sherh-/ Sherhkiver with the Peradoxe of the Protestant 
mystic Sebastian Franck (1499-1542). In this book, Franck composed 
several hundred unuswal sayings (both in Latin and German), accom- 
panied by his own commentary, giving frequent references to the Bible as 
the supreme paradox. For Franck, the meaning of scripture is contrary to 
all the opinions of the world. “Now I have entitled this philosophy of 
mine “Paradoxa,’ and translated poradoxon into German as “Wunder- 
rede’ or “Wunderwort,” simce theology, the true meaning of Scripture 
(which alone is God's word), is nothing but an eternal peradoxon, certain 
and true against all the debusion, seeming, belief, and respect of the 
whole world.”"’ Out of all the Merarure of “paradox” in European 
history, the work of Franck is probably the closest to the shathipat of the 
Sufis, because of his focus on the divine word of Scripture as the fun- 
damental paradox. Some of Franck’s paradoxes are actually near- 
replications of the Sufi shathipat on faith and infidelity: “There is no 
faithful man on earth;” “The faith of the world is real infidelity.”'* There 
would seem to be some justice, then, in comparing the reflective variety 
of shathipat with paradoxes, since on this level we are not concerned with 
the divine word but with “an carthbound view of transcendent 
knowledge, taken from the viewpoint of human understanding.~'* The 
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European paradox tradition, then, corresponds to the secondary class of 
shathiyat, which does not originate in a direct experience of God 
(selfhood, testimony), but in a mediated experience of the human situa- 
tion in the cosmos. Paradoxical shath is a critique of the ways of the 
world, in that it reveals the nothingness of our condition. Although the 
background of the European paradox does not offer anything com- 
parable to the boasting-contest of the Arabs, there is an essential 
similarity on the literary level: both paradox and shath rely on the wise 
folly of the Socratic praise of unknowing. 

There is one further comparison that I would like to make, between 
shath and the Zen koan. Both are unusual kinds of expressions that are 
related to spiritual development; are there any other similarities beyond 
this? Koan is the Japanese form of the Chinese term kung-an, meaning 
literally “public records.”?° From the late ninth century on, this term 
denoted sayings in the forms of questions and answers and anecdotes, 
and were used by the Ch’an/Zen masters to test their disciples and to in- 
dicate obliquely the method of realizing the absolute. As a method, the 
koan is characteristic of the Lin-chi/Rinzai school, which is also famous 
for the use of shouting, beating, and unconventional behavior. There is 
something of the flavor of the Sufi boasting-match in the spontaneous 
dialogue, sometimes called “dharma combat,” that used to take place 
between visiting novices and the master of a Zen monastery. Yet 
shathiyat in Sufism were never used in the kind of teaching method that 
developed with the koan; that is, shathiyat remained as statements pro- 
duced in a spiritual state, but they were not systematically made into the 
subject of a course of meditation, as in Zen. Another difference between 
the two is that shathiyat described spiritual states, and could be analyzed 
in terms of a spiritual hermeneutic. Koans, on the other hand, were used 
for a variety of purposes in Zen practice; though they contained mean- 
ings that could be disclosed in enlightenment, Aoans could not 
themselves be deciphered as guides to the nature of enlightenment.?! 

Yet in spite of these differences, one cannot but feel that these two 
types of aphorism have much in common. At roughly the same time that 
Sarraj and Ruzbihan were collecting and commenting on the Sufi 
Shathiyat, Yuan-wu was writing the Pi-yen-/u (1125), and Hui-k’ai the 
Wu-men-kuan (1228), as commentaries on the classical koans.?? Both 
shath and koan were anti-dogmatic, and sought to leap over the limits of 
the mind to attain intimate contact with reality. The anecdotes of the 
great Ch’an masters admittedly have a peculiarly Chinese flavor, informed 
by the spirit of Chuang Tzu and Mahayana metaphysics, and this 
naturally stands in contrast to the world of Sufism, with its inheritance 
of prophetic revelation, Hellenistic cosmology, and Arab manners. It is 
probably the prophetic element, the contact with the supreme “I am” of 
God, that most strongly differentiates the Sufi tradition from 
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Ch’an/Zen. One apparently does not find the exact equivalent of the 
Shathiyat of selfhood and testimony in the Buddhist tradition. There are 
some koans, however, that are tantalizing in their implications for 
selfhood, such as, “What was your original face before you were born?” 

There are more obvious similarities between shath and koan on the 
paradoxical level. The topics of the transcendence of duality and the 
coincidentia oppositorum are central to the Mahayana teaching of the 
emptiness of all categories. This is evident in the proclaimed identity of 
nirvana and samsara, and in the teaching of “the five ranks,” with its 
Taoistic symbolism of black and white circles to represent the different 
aspects of reality. Consider the famous koan of mu, “no.” “A monk asked 
Master Joshu: ‘Has the dog Buddha-nature or not?’ Joshu answered: 
‘Mu!’”?3 Mu literally means “no,” but Joshu’s answer is not a literal one. 
This is a “no” that denies the ultimate validity of yes and no, which over- 
turns the wrong-headed notion of separate “natures” by a transcendence 
of all categories. According to a modern Zen master, mu “has nothing to 
do with the dualistic interpretation of yes and no, being and nonbeing. It 
is Truth itself, the Absolute itself.”24 The Arabic negation /a is identified 
with the spiritual state of annihilation and the black light of Iblis, which 
guards the divine threshold against all unworthy visitors. The koan and 
shath are alike in their negative approach to transcendence. In this 
respect they both fulfill the requirements of Dionysius’ negative 
theology: since the infinite cannot be adequately symbolized, it is better 
to refer to it by the lowest of symbols, to avoid the possibility of confus- 
ing symbol with reality. So it is that Erigena can say that God is nothing 
(nihif). When the koan says that the Buddha is a dried dirt-scraper, this 
should not be surprising. It is simply the language of paradox. Like the 
paradox, the koan is an illumination of the condition of the finite in rela- 
tion to the infinite. I am not prepared to follow Father Dumoulin in call- 
ing Zen a “natural mysticism” distinct from the “supernatural! mysticism” 
possible only in an I-thou relationship with a personally conceived 
God.?5 At this point, the nature of mystical experience effectively disap- 
pears from the ken of the observers; what is the outsider to know of a 
state that traditionally can only be expressed by a negation? To criticize 
Buddhist mysticism in terms of Catholic theology is a reduction, not a 
true comparison. As different modes of paradox, however, shath and the 
koan may be legitimately compared. 

What, then, was the significance of the ecstatic experessions on faith 
and infidelity in Sufism? Do they partake of both the prophetic and 
paradoxical aspects of shath? To recapitulate, in their theological discus- 
sions of iman and kufr, the Sufis sought to reverse the rationalizing trend 
in theology by recovering the personal orientation toward God. 
Although this effort had some success, the linguistic devaluation of iman 
and kufr was to some extent irreversible. No longer was it possible for iman 
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to serve as the all-embracing term for the religious life. The heightened 
spiritual sensitivity cultivated in Sufism found the dogmatized version of 
iman incapable of encompassing the ultimate goals of the path. Further 
extensions of faith had to be differentiated in terms of certainty (vaqin) 
and gnosis (ma rifah), in order to accomodate the urge for 
transcendence. In the same way, the intellectualized concept of kufr was 
rejected by the Sufis, in favor of an existential interpretation of infidelity 
as the denial of the divine unity. This led to the employment of spiritual 
takfir, the condemnation of created duality as infidelity. It is nothing but 
the mirror image of tawhid, the confession of the divine unity. 

Shathiyat emphasized infidelity more than faith, probably because 
kufr now had a more powerful semantic aura than iman. The negative 
implications of Kufr were also more suited to the rhetoric of paradox, as 
a praise of folly. In experiential terms, kufr was a negative symbol for 
annihilation (fana’) and unknowing (nakirah), the inadequacy of the 
creature to comprehend the creator. This experience has been com- 
municated in many metaphors: astonishment, wandering in the desert, 
the black light, even the word “no.” To get another comparative insight 
into the significance of mystical infidelity, we can, paradoxically, turn to 
a Christian formulation of faith, Anselm’s “faith in search of understan- 
ding.” Here by faith the soul perceives the nothingness of creation just as 
it realizes that it cannot possibly comprehend God: 


O Lord my God, who formed me and reformed me, tell my soul, which so 
desires thee, what thou art beyond what it has seen, that it may see clearly 
what it desires. It strains itself to see more, and sees nothing beyond what 
it has seen, save darkness. Or rather, it does not see darkness, since there is 
no darkness in thee, but it sees that it can see nothing more, because of its 
own darkness. Why is this, O Lord, why is this? Is its eye darkened by its 
own weakness, or dazzled by thy glory? In fact, it is both darkened in itself 
and dazzled by thee.?6 


Anselm has expressed his delicate formulation in a style quite different 
from the poetic enthusiasm of a Hallaj or an ‘Ayn al-Qudat, but the in- 
sight is substantially the same. The soul is dark in itself just as it is dazzled 
by the light of God, the excess of light that is called the divine dark of 
unknowing. For the Sufis, this soul becomes the “infidel heart” that is 
never satisfied with any created thing, and so gives itself the despised 
name of “infidel” from a sense of blame. As ‘Ayn al-Qudat says of the 
stage of “real infidelity,” “One sees the Lord, and one becomes ashamed. 
Here, tawhid and faith begin.”27 

Beyond this intuition of unknowing, however, the ecstatic sayings 
also imply that faith and infidelity are finally united in God’s Essence, in 
the coincidentia oppositorum. The Sufis seem also to refer to a final 
union with the Essence, and this is surely the most tantalizing of symbols 
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(as well as the origin of the accusations of Au/u/). What is really meant by 
terms such as “gnosis” and “union”? Do these terms refer to an actual at- 
tainment? They are formulations of a relationship that is, strictly speak- 
ing, inconceivable. It is not possible to explain how a limited being can 
possess omniscience or be united with an Essence that is, by definition, 
independent and absolute. Anselm’s formulation does not attain an end; 
it is always striving for an understanding. The Sufi expression differs for- 
mally in that it posits gnosis and union as limiting functions, as intuitive 
symbols for a relationship that is incapable of being adequately sym- 
bolized. It would be a mistake to think that gnosis and union in this sense 
are “things” that one could appropriate. There is an ineffable mystery of 
participation, but as Hallaj concludes in his Bustan al-Ma‘rifah 
(“Garden of Gnosis”), “God is Real (al-hagq haqq), and creation is 
created (a/-khalq khalqg), and there is nothing to fear.”2* The ecstatic ex- 
pressions on faith and infidelity are paradoxical, but they verge on pro- 
phecy. 

No matter how subtle and ingenious the Sufi interpretations of 
sShathiyat may have been, it has been customary to suppose that the nor- 
mal public reaction would have been shocked outrage. Nonetheless, the 
ecstatic sayings on faith and infidelity apparently had nothing to do with 
Sufi trials. This is especially surprising, since it would seem obvious that 
such evident admissions of apostasy, taken literally, would have been 
ideal material for prosecutors. I have inferred that these sayings must not 
have been made public by any of the Sufi martyrs. But why would Hallaj 
and ‘Ayn al-Qudat conceal their sayings on kufr and iman? Hallaj had 
proclaimed that the day of his martyrdom would be the happiest day in 
his life, and “Ayn al-Qudat knew that his own execution was inevitable. 
Why, then, would they protest their innocence to their judges, if they 
both sought martyrdom? 

For the Sufis, mystical infidelity was an indication of the spiritual 
state of annihilation (fana’). In terms of the subject matter of shathiyat, 
the sayings on faith and infidelity were of secondary importance, less 
prophetic than paradoxical. They were statements about the nothingness 
of creation, not about the word of God. Since the sayings on faith and 
infidelity refer to finite and creation-bound experiences, they are of the 
reflective type of shath, impersonal observations rather than the 
witnessing of God in the first person. Their sayings were technical in 
nature,designed for advanced wayfarers rather than the general public. 
To use Evelyn Underhill’s categories, the “divine darkness” does not easi- 
ly lend itself to public disclosure, because of its very obscurity. It is 
rather the ecstasy of the “spiritual marriage” of union that the mystic will 
preach in public.2° As an example, the revealing report of the geographer 
Ibn Hawaal (d. 367/977) stated that in Iran, Hallaj was known for 
publicly preaching purification from all desire, to allow the spirit of God 
to dwell within the heart, as it had done with Jesus.3° There was no report 
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of his preaching “unknowing” or “infidelity” in public. Neither Hallaj 
nor ‘Ayn al-Qudat attempted to supply the judges with ready-made 
materials for the case-books. Martyrs understandably want to be 
understood on their own terms, just as those who practise civil disobe- 
dience want to be understood on their own terms; neither wishes to be 
treated as a common criminal. But in the Sufi trials, the intentions of the 
mystics and the jurists bypassed each other in mutual incomprehension. 

Ecstatic expressions frequently gave rise to accusations of crypto- 
Shi ism, so it must be asked whether there was any reason for this suspi- 
cion. Certainly the authorities thought they had good reasons to fear the 
revolutionary ambitions of the Qarmatis and the Nizari Isma‘ilis. The 
Saljuq wazir Nizam al-Mulk (himself murdered by an Assassin) had trac- 
ed the lineage of the Isma ilis back to Mazdak, the leader of the great zin- 
dig revolution of the late Sasanian period. The Mazdakis were hated and 
feared for their teachings regarding property and marriage. Although the 
sexual anarchism attributed to Mazdak may have been a heresiographic 
invention, other “spirituals” among the ancient Gnostics had developed a 
deliberate theory of libertinism.3! It is not improbable that Mazdaki 
Manichaeans carried forward libertine attitudes into the Shi'i zandaqah, 
as Massignon suggested, but there is no evidence available to support this 
contention. We have already seen how mysticism also called forth denun- 
ciations of libertinism and incarnationism, terms frequently applied to 
certain extreme Shi'i positions. The accusations of immorality do not 
help us to understand either position, nor whether they have anything in 
common; such charges belong rather to the literature of invective, which 
attacks the person rather than the teaching in question. In this manner, 
even noted ascetics were identified as libertines, from the sheer momen- 
tum of this heresiographical impulse. Thus the jurists al-Tanukhi and 
Ibn al-Jawzi were ready to believe that the stern Ibn al-Khafif had par- 
ticipated in nocturnal orgies.>? It is impossible to establish the truth of 
such charges, based as they always are on hearsay evidence. They belong 
to that class of imaginary themes, like the “extinguished lights” orgy, 
which was inevitably ascribed to heretics and witches by Christian 
writers.33 We can conclude nothing about the connection between 
Sufism and Shi'ism from these accusations of libertinism. 

A remarkable example of the reduction of unorthodoxy to Isma ‘ili 
“heresy” occurred in northern India during the reign of Firuz Shah ibn 
Tughlug (d. 790/1388). Firuz Shah executed several Sufis during his 
reign for uttering shathiyat (or pseudo-shathiyat) that he saw as posing a 
danger to state and religion. In the triumphal inscription that recorded 
these events, Firuz Shah also mentioned a number of other heretics 
whom he executed, including some Shi is (who were incidentally accused 
of sodomy), a false mahdi, and a group of “heretics and libertines.”34 
Modern research has indicated, however, that the libertines were in fact a 
Hindu Tantric group, although one of the two manuscript readings ex- 
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plicitly identifies them as Shi‘is! Apparently there was an irresistible 
temptation to regard all detestable behavior as Isma‘ilism, since the 
Isma‘ilis were, by doxographic definition, detestable. Again in these 
cases, fears of Isma‘ili influence played their part; certain disturbances 
and revolts in Delhi in the seventh/thirteenth century had been attributed 
to well-trained groups of Isma‘ili assassins.*5 Heresiography handily 
lumpted together Sufis, messiahs, and Hindu Tantrists with the hated 
Isma ilis, without seeing any essential distinctions. 

Though accusations of immorality tell us nothing of the relation bet- 
ween Sufism and radical Shi‘ ism, perhaps there is some common ground 
in their attitude to the word of God. Sufi devotion to the Qur’an was, as 
we have seen, a development of one of the primary qualities of faith, but 
this openness to the divine word could be misconstrued as the perverse 
allegorization of the Shi'i zandaqah. Disrespect for the literal meaning of 
the Qur’an was popularly ascribed to the literary zindigs of ‘Abbasi 
Baghdad, who were supposed to prefer their own poetry to the inimitable 
Qur’an.3° These literary zindigs were dabblers in Manichaeism rather 
than committed Isma ilis, but the doctrinal handbooks are not concerned 
to distinguish these two forms of zandagah. An instructive story is told 
about Hallaj in this regard. It is said that one day he was walking along 
with his teacher ‘Amr al-Makki, while the latter was reciting from the 
Qur'an. Hallaj remarked that he could say things like that, too—mean- 
ing that he could write things to rival the word of God. Here Hallaj ap- 
pears in the role of a literary zindig who sneers at the Qur’an and pro- 
duces his own private “revelation.” This is one of the tales, emanating 
from moderate Sufi circles, which tried to explain the true reason for 
Hallaj’s execution—in this case, displaying heretical arrogance before a 
Sufi master. Although the story is not historical, may we not see here a 
veiled critique of shath, which pretends in some way to continue the pro- 
cess of revelation by inspired speech? In this way, ecstatic expressions 
may also have encouraged the assimilation of Sufism to Isma ‘ilism in the 
eyes of the authorities. It is also likely that the tendency of some Sufis to 
court blame (malamah) encouraged suspicions of Isma ‘ilism, not only 
because of the implied separation of personal from societal values, but also 
because blame, once aroused, tends to flow into familiar channels. But 
once again, this equation of Sufism with literary zandagah, and hence 
with Isma‘ili zandaqgah, is nothing but a procession of confusions. All 
that these examples reveal is that Sufis, Manichaeans, and Isma ‘ilis were 
equally suspicious in the eyes of literalists. 

But after so many instances over the centuries, in which Sufis were 
accused of secret Shi'i sympathies and zandagah, can we assume that the 
resemblances between Sufism and Shiism were only superficial? This 
would probably be too simplistic. Certainly, Sufism has absorbed 
features typical of extreme Shi’ ism, and there have been movements such 
as the Safawis that seemed to combine Sufi and Shi'i qualities. The 
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thought of Hailaj, too, cannot be understood without reference to the 
Qarmati terms that he employs. Hermann Landolt even suggests that the 
Isma ‘ili element in ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s thought has been underestimated.37 
It is particularly in the esoteric approach that one finds a close 
resemblance between Sufism and Shi'ism. Like the Sufis, the fourth/ 
tenth century Isma‘ili authors of the encyclopedia of the Pure 
Brethren (Ikhwan al-Safa’) distinguished a further stage of certainty (ya- 
qin) beyond ordinary religious faith.?* The Isma ‘ilis also spoke in terms 
of internal and external meanings, and their theory of allegorization used 
the same scriptural support that Ruzbihan cited in his exegesis of 
Shathiyat: this is Qur. 3.7, in the version that reads, “and none knows the 
exegesis of it save God and those who are rooted in knowledge.” This 
Qur’anic verse was not only a proof-text for the philosophers (Averroes), 
but also for the Syrian Isma‘ilis, who quoted it in a text on the allegorical 
interpretation of the Qur’an.?? Unlike the esoteric Shi is, however, Sufis 
like Hallaj and ‘Ayn al-Qudat tried to reveal the highest truth to the 
public. For the Qarmatis, revelation of the secret {ifsha’ al-sirr) con- 
stituted adultery and was punishable by death, while dissimulation (ta- 
giyah) was elevated into a principle for action.‘ The attitude of the 
mystic is quite different. “If ignorant people are not taught, they will 
never learn, nor will they ever know how to live or die. . . If these words 
are misconstrued, what can one who puts their right construction on 
them do about it? ... indeed the words of our Lord, are often 
misconstrued.”4! These are the words of Meister Eckhart, in response to 
critics who blamed the excesses of the Beghards and the Brethren of the 
Free Spirit on his public mystical sermons. ‘Ayn al-Qudat could easily 
have made the same protest. 

There was no inherent connection between the Sufi spiritualization 
of ritual and the radical Isma ili abolition of the law, yet the Sufi attitude 
remained ambiguous. From a legalistic point of view, however, there was 
no appreciable difference between spiritualization of the law and antino- 
mianism. In any case, to decide the nature of the relationship between 
Sufism and Shi ism is a question too large to be decided here. Though the 
two movements certainly diverged after the third/ninth century, the early 
period of Shi ism had much in common with Sufism, and this is surely a 
promising field for further investigation. In the Aadith of the Shi i imams 
there is an important body of inspired sayings that may be comparable to 
shathiyat.*? The legalistic reaction to shathiyat as a form of Isma ‘ilism, 
however, was simply a projection. 

There have been, then, two possible modes of interpretation of the 
ecstatic expressions on faith and infidelity. One is the mystical interpreta- 
tion of true infidelity as a paradoxical formulation of the nothingness of 
creation in the light of the experience of divine reality. This interpreta- 
tion contains the further intuition that faith and infidelity are one in the 
divine coincidentia oppositorum. The negative formulation of infidelity 
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powerfully emphasizes the inadequacy of symbols to express the nature 
of such a mystical experience. The juristic interpretation would 
presumably have been an accusation of tandegah, the worst heresy, Yet 
this entire symbolism seems to have remained esoteric, so that in no case 
do we find either unambiguous public affirmation or rejection of the 
Shathiver on faith asd infidelity. There is a good reason for this silence. 
Shath ukimately is meant to throw us back on our own resources, not Lo 
hold ws fascinated in cither admiration or disgust, Preoccupation with 
either the mystical symbolism or the shocking heresy of shath ignores the 
reality that inspired such speech, Hallaj himself described the two main 
reactions to his mission: om the one hand, enthusiastic partisans who called 
him divinely inspired, and om the other, furious opponents who called 
hin a siadig, Both of these reactions were off the mark, he says, since 
they confused him with the message that he presented. For one who truly 
udersiood what Hallaj was saying, the issue of his inmocence or guilt 
would have been unimportant. Hallaj drew a figure containing four con- 
centric circles to explain this: 


The denser remains in the owtermost circle. He denses my state sence be can- 
not see me, he charges me with zandageb, and accuses me of evil, The in- 
habitant of the second circle thinks @ar [ am a divine maser (ally rad- 
bend), And be who attains co the third reckons that I am in my heart's 
desires. But he who attains to the circk of reality forgets, and is hidden 
from my sight.* 


Afler presenting his shark, Halla) wishes to be removed from in between; 
when the king's message has been proclaimed, the messenger is no longer 
needed. 
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2. Ibn Hanbal III, 439. 

3. Bukhari, Iman 18. 

4. Ahmad ibn Shu ayb ibn ‘Ali al-Nasa’i, (a@/-)Sunan, Cawnpore, 1290, Zakat I, 
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caring for mosques; Bukhari, Iman 25, 26, 28, on prayers of Ramadan and /aylat 
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Medina in the interpretation of the law, directed against the speculative schools of 
Iraq. 


DEN agi eget dee he 


& Me 


NOTES 155 


7, Ibn Hanbal III, 276; cf. Ign. Goldziher, “Zwischen den Augen,” in Der Islam 
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Appendix 


Ruzbihan’s Account of 
Bayazid’s Vision 





One of the most celebrated sayings of Bayazid is his narration of a 
celestial journey filled with remarkable visions, which culminated in his 
statement that it was all a trick. Some have considered this conclusion an 
admission of the illusory nature of his experiences. Others have seen this 
account as forming part of an ascension (mi raf) modelled on that of the 
Prophet. Perhaps the most extreme example of this interpretation is that 
of R. C. Zachner, who stitched together various texts from Sarraj, Sabla- 
ji, Hujwiri, and ‘Attar into a composite version of the “so-called ‘ascen- 
sion.””' This procedure was unfortunately arbitrary and attempted to 
establish lnerary dependence without adequate foundation. More recent 
authorities have remained mon-conumittal about the extemt to which 
Bayazid was imitating the Prophet's ascension in this description.’ It is 
above all in later popular literature that Bayazid is seen as having an 
ascension modelled on Muhammad's, as in the imaginative fourteenth- 
century version published by Nicholson.’ 

Ruzbihan's account,’ given below, is different from thase used by 
Zaehner, being closest to that of Sarraj. Sarraj became vague at the point 
when Bayazid approached the heavenly tree, but Ruzbihan explicitly 
describes how Bayazid ate its fruits. Unlike Hujwiri and “Atiar, Ruz- 
béhan does not conclude his version with praise of Muhammad, nor docs 
he explicitly assimilate Bayazid’s experience to the Prophet's ascension. 
He exis instead on a note of ambiguity, even of obscurity, stressing in 
his commentary that the realization of the deceptive nature of mystical 
caperience is the prerequisite for the unknowing that leads to gnosis, The 
most striking part of Ruzbihan’s account is his recapitulation of the 
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whole story, in the first person. This is another example of his inter- 
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pretive identification with the speakers of shathiyat. 
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343 
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(Here follows Ruzbihan’s interpretive recapitulation of the narrative:) 


Abu Yazid says, 

“In unity 

I became a bird 

(with) body of oneness 

and wings of everlastingness. 

I was flying in an atmosphere without (sic) quality for some years 
until I entered an atmosphere. After that atmosphere (in) which 
1 was, 

I flew a hundred million times in that atmosphere, 

until I entered the plains of pre-eternity. 

I saw the tree of oneness. 

It had its root in the earth of eternity and its branch in the atmos- 
pherer of post-eternity. The fruits of that tree were Majesty 
and Beauty. I ate the fruits of that tree. 

When I looked well, I saw that all was trick upon trick.” 


This state is higher than the first state,> because there gnosis came with the 
disposition of tawhid, that is, 
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353 


356 


Sa) 


358-9 


369 


“My soul became the body of gnosis by the soul of gnosis. 

I flew with the wings of the light of tawAid and isolation in pre- 
and post-eternity. After I became isolated from self and exis- 
tence, God clothed me with the garment of everlastingness and 
eternality. He gave me a body from eternity. He caused the 
wings of oneness to grow Attributes from Him. 

The bird of eternity flew in the eternity of eternities. It sought 
union with reality. 

After reality, I sought the depth of the depth in the deserts of 
quality. (He) burned my wings with the fire of Majesty. I was 
consumed in the light of the candle of pre-eternity. He cast the 
seeing essence into the oyster-shell of primordiality.* 

He cast me in the endless ocean, in the essence of the Attributes. 
I became subsistent in the Attributes. 

I received the fruits of subsistence from the tree of eternity. 
My astonishment increased in astonishment. Subsistence took 
my hand from annihilation. I put on the garment of knowledge. 
I fell into gnosis with knowledge. I saw the deserts of unknowings 
with the eyes of gnosis. 

I knew that everything I saw, all was I. 

It was not God. It was the deception of manifestation in (ap- 
parent) declaration of God’s sanctity,’ 

Abstraction (of qualities from God) was in fact a ruse. 
Intimate mystica] states were (carnal) thoughts. 

Thoughts were infidelities. God was God. I was not.” 
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RUZROHANS ACOOUNT OF RAYAZID'S VIKRON i” 


(Now begins the formal commentary): 


That which he said in describing the bird and the cree was all symbolic. 
The meaning of “quality” was “to sock the depths of eternity,” “Air® and 
“space” are greatness upon greatness, “year” and “monarch” are timeless 
tiene, for illuminated consciences. Ochverwine, what sort of story is it? Bx 
istemce is not worth an atom in the beak of the western phoenia of eternity, 
Temporal bodies are not 4 (diviee) ruse. 

He did not display that which be did not give. He did not give that 
which he did not make known. When the groutic fell in the ocean of pee- 
tternity, he became a green drop in the sea of pre-cteraity. He becomes (1k) 
coloriess i that ocean. A drop from that ocean takes on the color of the 
ocean, so that it is consemed in the billow of vebstantiality, The soe! tbat is 
eloquent without # longue, the familiar hearing that is deaf, the First In- 
teBect that is confused, the bfe thar is lifeless, che soul that is soulless, sce 
nothing bet the wrath of the blow of blows of the luminous oceans of pre- 
eteraity. When that ocean casts the foam of temporality on the temporal, 
that drop thinks that it has encompassed the cocan = and that & of the 
nature of apparent clothing with divinity,* Otherwise, there are a hundered 
thousand deserts of waseriess mirage on the coast of pre-ctemity (giving the 
illusion of merging with the ocean). That which he mentioned about the 
eclipse (Y concerns the Attributes; otherwise, be who i& of the 
Essence — Alas! 
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1. Zacheer, Hindu and Muslin Myanciem, Appendix B.1, po. 195-214. 

2, H. Ritter, “AbG Yastd abdtisjaml,” £12, 1, 162-3 (1960); Qasim ab 
Sammarat, The Theme of Ascenrion in Mystical Wrinings, A Study of the theme 
in Istamic and non-Jadamic mypstiog! writings, Baghdad, 1968, pp. 232-40, cf, 
186-205, 214-24. 

3. R. A. Nicholson, ed. and trans., “An Barly Arabic Version of the Mi raj of 
Abd Yazid ab-listdmi,” Studie /lamice 2 (1926), pp. 402-15. 

4, Sharh, no, 44, with lines arranged according to the line numbers in Zachner’s 
Mindy end Muslim Mystictom, pp. 214-5. 

S, Meationed im the peeviows saying. Sharh, no, 35, also tn Zachner, p. 212, lines 
310-328. 

6, Reading sodaf for sarf, 

7. Like Iblis at the creation of Adam, Bayazid had taken his own perception of a 
form to be the realiky, and thus succewmbed to the divime reve. Saran called his 
subsequent rebellion a “declaration of God's sanctity” (Halla), Dieor, no. M 28; 
also in Shark, no, M4), 

8. Reading faletiras for the impossible conjecture feranaus (se the definition of 
the former term in Shark, p. 625; tas is Gistines from actual clothing with divinky, 
aides). 

9. The text gives Qusu/, “eclipse,” which has no obvious meaning: cowld this be a 
mistake for Khaw’, “deception,” in the original Arata? 
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Sunan, 118 
sunnah, 38, 86, 91, 163, n, 114 


tafsir, 13, 17, 104 
tahqiq, 59 
fajaili, 65, 94 
takdhib, 80 
takfir, 57 
spiritual, 58, 65-66, 71, 81, 83, 85, 
88, 140 


talabus, 169, n. 8 
ta lim, 112 
talwin, 49 
tamkin, 49 
Tantrism, 142-143 
tagiyah, 144 
taqwa, 63 
tarigah, 119 
tasdiq, 58, 86 
tashbik, 102 
taslim, 31 
tawakkul, 31, 98 
tawhid, 23, 28-29, 44, 59, 66, 71, 88, 
92, 94, 140, 168 
ta’wil, 21, 127 
ta’yid, 21 
theophany, 10 
transcendence, 29, 88 
tress, 83 
theophany symbolized by, 74, 77, 89 


“ulama’, 113-114 

union, 14] 

unity, 29, see also “tawhid” 

unknowing, 20, 33, 35-36, 64, 84, 87, 
90, 92, 136, 140, see also “nakirah” 

Upanishads, 135 

usul, 124 


wahdah, 92 

wahdat al-wujud, 22 
wahm, 27 

wajd, 12, 88, 158 
wajh allah, 76 
wakil, 109 

walah, 63, 102 
wasa’it, 63, 87 
waswasah, 32 
wilayah, 67 

wrath, 89-90, see also “gahr’ 


yagqin, 60-61, 86, 140, 144 


zahir, 59, 80 

zand, 129 

zandaqah, 41, 71, 97, 99-101, 110, 119- 
120, 125, 129-130, 142, 143, 145 

za gah, 152 

Zen, 138-139 

zindiq, 95, 98, 109-110, 125-126, 129- 
130, 143, 145 

zuhd, 31 

zuhur al-haqq, 94 

zunnar, 79-80 
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